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Introduction
Women play a key role in our society today. They make up approximately half 
of every society. As such, the notion of the status of women gradually began to be 
scrutinised in the past few decades.1 2Many observations have shown that in most 
patriarchal societies, women are subconsciously influenced to accept the
disadvantaged, “lower” positions and statuses that they possess in the social,
2
economic and political sphere.
Since the Emperor Han Wudi 141-87 BC), the Chinese held the
Confucian doctrine as a rather influential reference point for the needs of daily 
socialising patterns and also as a yardstick for social ordering, which became the 
fundamental guidelines for both men and women regarding daily lifestyles and 
behaviours as well.3 The Confucian concept of men and women -  though not 
homogeneously practiced through time and space in the Chinese societies4 and 
even less frequently practiced in modem Chinese societies -  is a mode of 
complementing each other. Men “rule” the “outside”; and woman, the “inside”,
1 Cal Clark and Rose J Lee, "Women's Status in East Asia," in Democracy and the Status o f Women 
in East Asia, ed. Rose J Lee and C Clark (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publisher, 2000), p. 1.
2 Ibid.
3 William Theodore De Bary, Nobility and Civility: Asian ideals o f  leaderships and the common 
good (Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press, 2004), p.7.
4 J. Holmgren, "Myth, Fantasy or Scholarship: Images of the Status of Women in Traditional 
China," The Australian Journal o f  Chinese Affairs, no. 6 (July 1981).
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with respect to domestic living. However, men have a greater entitlement,
allowing them to access both the “inside” and the “outside” of the household
whereas women were presumed to satisfy their role while being confined within 
the household.3 *5
The novel Jinghua yuan is considered to be one of the best known,
and is also the most representative scholarly novels by far.6 The storyline is set in 
the seventh century, which is under the leadership of Empress Wu Zetian (^M’J 
who was the one and only Chinese female leader in Chinese history. Li Ruzhen 
( ^  ty) uses this character to display the awareness of the women’s issues that 
he had come to discover. Empress Wu undertook the key initiatives to promote 
women position in the story.7
Empress Wu Zetian8 was the only high profile leader who was also rather
widely acknowledged as a capable Chinese female leader in history. She was
involved in governing the empire in both direct and indirect ways. Interestingly
3 Wendy Larson, Women and Writing in Modern China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998),
p.2.
6 Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo ifc jt  ," Chung-wai
wen-hsueh 9, no. 8 (1981): pp. 189-190.
Frederick P. Brandauer, "Women in the Ching-hua yuan: Emancipation toward a Confucian 
Ideal," Journal o f  Asian Studies 36, no. 4 (August 1977): p.648.
8 Empress Wu Zetian (AD 624-705) usurped the throne of Tang Dynasty and changed the name of 
the dynasty to Zhou (AD 690-705) for fifteen years.
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though, throughout the last few decades, there have been a variety of perspectives 
amongst critics and academic papers with respect to events happening during her 
reign.9
Many novels in the late imperial era do explore the issue of women’s status in 
society. Interestingly, Jinghua yuan, is perhaps the first novel to explore the notion 
of women in position in public life. Moreover, the novel reflects the restrictions 
that the traditional women faced daily and showed the author’s advocacies on 
women’s emancipation through education and imperial examinations.
Fiction usually defines a type of literature that describes imaginary events and 
people. However, fiction may not purely be a pretence narrative under the 
perception of an author. The author somehow indicates his opinions towards his 
“reality world” either directly or indirectly in the novel.10 As a result, Jinghua 
yuan become a source that helps one to understand the society of mid-Qing and 
the author’s possible state of mind.
The intention of this paper is to explore the novel Jinghua yuan as some sort
9 Wang Shuanghuai "Lidai dui Wu Zetian de pingjia t f d f Renwen
Zazhi, no. 3 (1996): pp.69-74.
10 Y.W. Ma, "Fiction," in The Indiana Companion to Traditional Chinese Literature, ed. William H. 
Jr. Nienhauser (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), p.31.
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of a microcosm of mid-Qing society. More specifically, it hopes to investigate Li
Ruzhen’s perspectives on women with power. Moreover, from the storyline, it 
could be an indication to determine the public opinion during that time.
This paper will also explore four main female leaders in Jinghua yuan to 
observe how they exercised their power. Xiwang mu (Queen Mother of the West 
© i # )  who appears in the beginning of the storyline is the leader of female deity 
in Taoism. Empress Wu Zetian who is the “earthly ruler”, the “King” of the 
Kingdom of Women who is the sovereign of the kingdom and Baihua xianzi 
(Fairy of a Hundred Flowers li who is the leader of all flower spirits.
4
The Novel -  Jinghua yuan
Jinghua yuan11 (The Destinies o f the Flowers in the Mirror) was written by Li 
Ruzhen (c.l763-1830)12 who lived through the period of Qianlong (ÜÜrAD 
1735-1795), Jiaqing (^yfA D  1796-1820) and Daoguang (if& A D  1821-1850).
13Li Ruzhen was bom in the mid-Qing period where Scholarly novels were 
fast developing. Apart from the aspect of story telling, this type of novel includes 
at least some personal literary knowledge14. Li Ruzhen originally drew up two 
hundred chapters for Jinghua yaun, however, only one hundred chapters were 
completed (chapter 100). Jinghua yuan is alsoa travel and journey based novel; 
however if read according to its themes, it can also be perceived as a book 
discussing women’s issues and society in general.15
11 All citations to Jinghua yuan by Li Ruzhen are according to the edition which was published by 
Sanming shuju. Most of the translations were done by myself, unless cited in the footnote. Li 
Ruzhen ^  ik ty , Jinghua yuan (Taipei: Sanming shuju, 2005).
12 Li Ruzhen’s birth date and death anniversary were unable to be verified. According to Hu Shi’s
study, Li was most probably bom in Qianlong’s 28th year (1763) and died in Daoguang’s 10th year 
(1830). Aged around seventy years old. Hu Shi i§, "Jinghua yuan de yin lun 31 tra
in Hu Shi wencun di er j i  (Taipei: Yuandong tushu gongsi, 1953), pp.400-404.
b The term “Scholarly novel” was first proposed by C.T Hsia. Scholarly novels include Yesou 
puyan ( I f  Ü tsf.'f), Tan shi (£? £ ) ,  Yenshan waishi ( ^  Jj £)> and Jinghua yuan (Hrit..#-), which 
are classified by Lu Xun. C. T. Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo # T b .^ &
p.l 89-190. Xun Lu, A Brief History o f Chinese Fiction, trans. Hsien-Yi Yang and Gladys 
Yang (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1959), pp.317-336.
14 Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo P-193.
15 Chen Wenxin (!£.X#r, "Jinghua yuan: Zhongguo di yi bu changpian bowu ti xiaoshou (Ifrib
■#■) : +  m % Mingqingxiaoshuo yanjiu 52, no. 2 (1999): p.137.
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Jinghua yuan is well known for its extensive show of knowledge within a 
humorous and amusing writing style. In scholarly novel, authors had a tendency to 
write more creatively, mischievously and freely since their writings are usually for 
friends and also for personal enjoyment.16 In chapter 23, Lin Zhiyang (#^> ^-) 
talks about the book of Shaozi which was written by the descendant of
Laozi ( ^ r ^ ) .17 Lin Zhiyang claims that the book of Shaozi is on the subject of 
recreation in general but also urges people to be well-behaved. He says,
“For in this book are to be found the teachings of the Hundred-Schools; a 
gallery of men and women; a whole collection of flowers and birds; the 
arts of calligraphy and painting, of music, and of chess; the sciences of 
medicine, of divination and astrology, of phonology and phonetics, of 
arithmetic and computation. It further contains all manners of riddles, and 
extended drinking game, the Double Six, cards, archery, football, a plant 
competition, ‘arrows and pot’, and a hundred other pastimes...(chapter 
23).”18
16 Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo p.191.
17 Li Ruzhen refers himself as Laozi’s descendant as both of them share the same surname, Li. 
Also see chapter 100 for a similar remark.
18 Li Changhua ^  H Ijl, "Jinghua yuan luan Lianyun gangjiaoyu xueyuan xuebao,
no. 4 (1995): p.406.
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Even though Lin Zhiyang introduces the book of Shaozi in the storyline itself,
it is nevertheless meant to point the readers to comprehend that the dialogue is 
about the purpose and the outline of Jinghua yuan. Li Ruzhen puts in painstaking 
efforts in Jinghua yuan and exhibits his devotion towards Chinese learning 
through his own imagination. Li Ruzhen can indeed be recognised as one of most 
impressive scholar-novelist with his writing techniques.19
In Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen shows a deep interest in numerous types of 
learning, such as philosophy (chapter 17, 18, 52), Chinese medicine (chapter 26, 
27, 29, 30, 91) and mathematics (chapter 76, 79, 93) etc. The novel Jinghua yuan 
is considered to be the best known, and is one of the most representative scholarly 
novels. As Roddy mentions, “with Li Ruzhen’s Jinghua yuan, the scholarly novel 
reaches its zenith of development.”20 It is a novel where Li Ruzhen used his 
erudition to create a utopian world in his story to express his idealism and to 
allegorise the real world.
A Synopsis of the novel
Jinghua yuan is one of the more famous scholarly novels amongst works of
19 Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo I f ; p. 191.
20 Stephen J. Roddy, Literati Identity and Its Fictional Representations in Late Imperial China 
(Stanford: Standford University Press, 1998), p.8.
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Chinese literature. It was originally published around the year 1817 during the
Qing dynasty and is written by the scholar Li Ruzhen.
The storyline is set in the Tang dynasty under the reign of Empress Wu Zetian. 
However some scholars also propose that the book is a work of satire on the Qing 
regime. Jinghua yuan has a strong favour of Chinese Taoist mythology and 
Confucian values. The novel is a fictionalised account of a narration that starts 
from the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers, who was punished by the Jade Deity 
because of her neglect in duties. Therefore, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers 
incarnated to earth and began her journey as a human.
The novel comprises of 100 chapters, and can be divided into two parts. From 
chapter one to chapter 50, the opening chapters of the novel starts from the 
birthday banquet of the Queen Mother of the West, where many immortals gather 
to join her in celebration. During the banquet, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers 
shows her curiosity of the human world and her desire to be a human which is 
forbidden for the Taoist immortals. In one later occasion, the Fairy of a Hundred 
Flowers ordered Peony Spirit and the Orchid spirit to care for her cave and went 
to play chess with Maku (Ä4£). At exactly that time, the “earthly ruler”, Empress
8
Wu Zetian, demanded all flowers to bloom at the same time, but the Fairy of a
Hundred Flowers had no idea about this.
As a result, the Peony spirit who was initially ordered to take care of the cave 
for the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers -  with her sense of responsibility — felt that it 
was her duty to find the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and to report the situation. 
Empress Wu is later angry with the peony flowers because they did not bloom 
within the time limit. Empress Wu then plans to dig the entire peony up and to 
bum all of them. Eventually, all the flowers bloom at around the same time. 
Consequently, all the flower spirits and the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers are 
punished and incarnated to earth to suffer transmigration by the Jade Deity.
The Fairy of a Hundred Flowers incarnates as Tang Ao’s (/If It) daughter, 
Tang Xiaoshan ( d ' d j). Tang Ao passed the imperial examination and 
accomplished the rank of Tan hua However, Empress Wu has doubts on
Tang’s loyalty to her, she thus abrogates Tang Ao’s imperial examination title. As 
a result, Tang Ao decides to travel around with his brother-in-law, Lin Zhiyang 
), and put his anger and disappointments behind. The story developed into 
an adventurous storyline where the main characters in the novel are now travelling
9
overseas to explore other kingdoms.
Throughout the overseas journey, Tang Ao, Lin Zhiyang and an Old 
helmsman -  Duo Jiugong ( £  ), passed through many countries and
experienced many different culture and customs. For example, the Kingdom of 
Gentlemen, the Kingdom of Women, the Kingdom of Two-faced people, the 
Kingdom of the Black-toothed and more. Tang Ao also found the incarnations of 
the flower spirits overseas and all of them gathered together to join the Women’s 
imperial examination. At the end, Tang Ao enters the Penglai ( l t ^ )  Mountain 
and never returned home. Tang Xiaoshan who later heard that her father is 
missing and became determined to find Tang Ao. In her overseas journey, she is 
not able to find Tang Ao. However, Tang Xiaoshan receives Tang Ao’s letter from 
a woodsman. Tang Ao told her to change her name to Tang Guichen fel £ ) , and 
meet with him after she passes the Women’s imperial examination in the letter. At 
the same time, Tang Guichen finds a name list that was carved on the stele which 
reveals the earthly names of the one hundred flower spirits.
The second part is from chapter 51 to chapter 100. Most of the storyline 
discusses and debates matters pertaining to Chinese literature, music, calligraphy,
10
painting and games between these talent women. On Tang Guichen’s way home,
she meets those women who were the incarnation of flower spirits. Eventually, all 
the flower spirits follow Tang Guichen and sit for the women’s imperial 
examination together. The storyline then describes the progress of the Women’s 
imperial examination. In the end, one hundreds talent women pass the women’s 
imperial examination and coincidentally these one hundred talent women are the 
incarnation of the hundred flower spirits. After these talent women achieved the 
scholarly rank -  Cai nii {k~ k)  -  during the women’s imperial examination, they 
hold celebration parties. During the parties, they discussed about Chinese classics, 
poetry, phonetics and various Chinese traditional games and skills. Afterwards, 
Tang Guichen goes to Penglai Mountain to search for her father and never returns. 
Other talent women who came from overseas, they returned back to serve in the 
overseas kingdoms. Some other talent women married and joined the Anti-Zhou 
rebellion. At the end of the story, Empress Wu Zetian is overthrown and Emperor 
Tang Zhongzong restores the house of Tang. However, Empress Wu issues an 
edict that the women’s imperial examination will be held in the following year.
THE PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE NOVEL
Jinghua yuan is a novel that is famous for its extensive exposure of
11
information. The storyline of Jinghua yuan is typical of Taoist mythology. The 
Taoist mythology usually begins with an immortal who has made mistakes or was 
attracted to the mortal world. The immortal is thus punished and undergoes birth 
and death as a human. The immortal would then be allowed to return to Heaven
after experiencing all the hardships and trials in the human world as a form of
21practicing Taoism and self cultivation."
The narrative framework of Jinghua yuan is about the Fairy of a Hundred 
Flowers and other ninety-nine flower spirits who were punished and were 
banished down to the human world. In their journey on earth, they managed to 
gather together and sat for the women’s imperial examination. Eventually, they all 
returned to Heaven. Tang Ao who experienced and suffered unsuccessful career 
throughout his life saw through the vanity of the world. Tang Ao decided to seek 
the way of Tao and cultivate himself towards immortality. In Taoism, the process 
to seek the way of Tao requires extensive meditation and self cultivation. Once the 
human body “prevail over the nature”, the person would achieve the state of 
immortality and live in the paradise of Penglai or Kunlun ( iL^r).22
21 Liu Xuemei f'J S I # ,  "Lun daojiao sixiang dui Jinghua yuan de yingxiang 1#
Mt) Mingqingxiaoshuo yanjiu, no. 2 (2003): p. 171.
22 Livia Kohn, Daoism and Chinese Culture (Cambridge (MA): Three Pines Press, 2001), p.53.
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In chapter seven, Li Ruzhen mentions that the fundamental practice for 
seeking the way of Tao is “the way of Dao [Tao] lies in loyalty, filial piety, 
righteousness, kindness, a peaceful and genial nature, and trustworthiness. Before 
a man may seek Tao, he must first prefect his moral character. Before he can 
become a perfect mortal, he must do three hundred acts of charity.” “3 At the end, 
Tang Ao found all the flower spirits that were scattered overseas, then entered the 
paradise of Penglai Mountain.
The importance of morality has been emphasised in the storyline by Li 
Ruzhen. Tang Ao entered the paradise by deeds while Tang Guichen entered the 
paradise by searching for her father which is an act of filial piety. Li Ruzhen also 
brings up -  jiu se cai qi (>@ H ). It is a Chinese idiomatic phrase describing
four affairs that most people like to indulge in. However, these four affairs usually 
cause harm to people easily. Consequently, these four affairs are considered as 
part of a set of “four commandments for living”. These four commandment for 
living was brought out by the Quanzhen (ih ) School and the school’s founder, 
Wang Chongyang ( i f H ) ,  who believes that these are the obstacles for a person 
in obtaining the way of Tao. Hence, they are also included in the ten precepts of
23 Ju-chen Li, Flowers in the Mirror, trans. Tai-yi Lin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1965), p.39.
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Complete Perfection of the Quanzhen School.24
Apart from the Taoism influence, Jinghua yuan is also influenced by 
Confucianism. Many Confucian ideals have been brought out by Li Ruzhen. In 
the prologue, Li Ruzhen quotes Ban Zhao’s (£)£B3) Admonitions for Women (Nil 
jie -fctHi). Ban Zhao was the leading women scholar in China and she was 
appointed to educate imperial concubines by the Han emperor. Thus, Admonitions 
for Women can be said to be the fundamental education material for women with
25Confucian ideology since the Han dynasty.
Moreover, in chapter eleven, the Kingdom of Gentlemen was a utopian 
kingdom created by the Li Ruzhen’s imagination. In Confucianism, Gentlemen/ 
noble man (junzilg-?■) is an individual who “have high-minded honour and 
integrity, largeness of heart and moral stature, refined cultivation, and 
uncompromising adherence to the principles of the True Way.” Hence, being a 
gentleman was somewhat of an aim of people over the years. Li Ruzhen was 
using the Confucian “gentleman/noble man” concept to construct the storyline in
24 Kohn, Daoism and Chinese Culture, pp.161-162, Liu Xuemei f'J "Lun daojiao sixiang dui
Jinghua yuan de yingxiang p.173.
25 Brandauer, "Women in the Ching-hua yuan: Emancipation toward a Confucian Ideal," p.651.
26 Xuezhi Guo, The Ideal Chinese Political Leader: A Historical and Cultural Perspective 
(Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2002), p.3.
14
the Kingdom of Gentlemen. Confucius says, “A gentleman/noble man means a 
person with a righteous/justice character, behaves with courtesy and follows the 
rituals, shows modesty and believes in sincerity and honesty. M
f , As the story went along, it
becomes obvious that the people in the kingdom were all having “gentleman” 
qualities.
Li Ruzhen created a kingdom which was wholly run by gentlemen. People of 
the Kingdom of Gentlemen took their personal reputation and integrity seriously. 
Perhaps, having a gentleman title or being called a gentleman was a pretty fragile 
affair. It seems that they were afraid of any wrong doings that might ruin all the 
efforts that they have been trying to maintain so as to be a gentleman and not 
affect their reputation in society. Hence, they could give way to any other things 
except for matters related to their own reputation and integrity.
In the Wu brothers’ house, Li Ruzhen describes their house to be surrounded 
with bamboo and the pond to be filled with lotuses. Both in Chinese culture and 
its associated writings, lotus is usually symbolised as purity. Ai lian Shuo (Üt iE 
f t )  -  a piece of writing by Zhou Dunyi AD 1017-1073), expressed that
27 Zhu Xi fcfk, Si shu du ben, 3 vols., vol. Lun yu (Taipei: Qi ming shuju), pp.239-240.
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the lotus was grown from mud, however, it still remained spotless. Perhaps, Li
Ruzhen wanted to show that as a gentleman, the gentleman characters would still 
remain unaffected by society or the environment surrounding it. Bamboo is 
usually symbolised as high and upright in characters. Bamboos with a hollow in 
the middle and nodes on its stem -  these features stand for humble and moral 
integrity respectively. Furthermore, the bamboo is an evergreen and this means 
that this plant can withstand the harsh winter. Thus, the Kingdom of Gentlemen 
has unique characteristics which were very different from its neighbouring 
kingdoms. Li Ruzhen shows that a gentleman would not give in easily and wanted 
to highlight the importance of being a gentleman in this kingdom. He also 
portrayed this as the highest form of ideals in this kingdom.
It is therefore quite clear that Jinghua yuan is full of Taoism philosophy as 
well as Confucian ideals. By giving more positive remarks, Li Ruzhen also had 
somewhat emphasised on his own, personal, inculcated values steep in the 
Confucian traditions.
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Socio/politico/economic background when novel was written
Domestic
The Qianlong regime has been considered as one of the greatest period in 
Qing history. However, Emperor Qianlong has been discussed to be more 
interested in “horizontal extension rather than vertical reform.”28 The emperor had 
performed inadequate reform among his local authorities in order to accommodate 
the considerable population growth. Moreover, the serious corruption caused by 
He Shen (fo jf  AD 1750-1799) in the later period of Qianlong’s regime, made
9Qthe break down of political systems more obvious.
The Manchu sovereign considered the population expansion as an indication 
of a capable administration. However, during the eighteenth century alone, 
statistics showed that the population had approximately tripled.30 One of the 
administrative errors attributed to Qianlong was that he carried out insufficient 
reform to a severely burdened system. Firstly, the long waiting period for 
receiving official appointment as the limited official positions were insufficient to 
accommodate the degree holders who had passed the examination. Consequently,
' 8 Alexander Woodside, The Ch'ien-lung Reign, ed. Willard J. Peterson, 15 vols., vol. 9, The 
Cambridge History o f China: Pari One: The Ch'ing Empire to 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), p.297.
29 Ibid., pp.297,302.
30 Jack Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to 2000 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), p.2.
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the sale of examination degrees and ranks became more widespread since 
examination degree was the fundamental route to increase social mobility in Qing 
times.31
Secondly, the illegal salt smugglers and the production of the salt merchants 
posted a significant problem. The corruption between the salt merchants and 
officials not only brought a wealthy way of life to the merchants, but also can lead 
to the achievements in the examinations. In addition, salt merchants also 
financially contributed to the Qing military forces. This has shown the close
32
relationship between the officials and the merchants.
Furthermore, the societies of the coastal regions were getting more prosperous 
over since the growing demands in sea trading alongside the coast became popular 
in the eighteenth century. However, the inner remote regions still remained 
impoverished, therefore, the disparity between the rich and poor became more 
obvious.33 Moreover, He Shen who was Qianlong’s favourite minister for more 
than twenty years, had been involved in serious corruption as he had developed a
31 Susan Mann Jones and Philip A. Kuhn, Dynastic Decline and the Roots o f Rebellion, ed. Denis 
Twitchett and John K. Fairbank, 15 vols., vol. 10, The Cambridge History o f China (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), p p .Ill, 113.
32 Susan Naquin and Evelyn S. Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1987), pp.26, 143, Woodside, The Ch'ien-lung Reign, p.273.
33 Jones and Kuhn, Dynastic Decline and the Roots o f Rebellion, p.109.
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network of collusion in the imperial court.34
As the population increased, more resources became indispensable, such as 
food, examination degrees and official positions, and a more efficient system
35became critically needed to accommodate the population growth. These 
phenomena became the manifests of socio-political problems within the empire 
during Li Ruzhen’s life.
Foreign
The Qianlong regime adopted implicit isolationist policies towards the 
Western countries from the 18th century. One of such policies resulted in the port 
of Canton (Guangzhou/f? fH) being the only port available to all foreign trade in 
1757. All foreign trade must alsocommunicate through licensed Chinese 
merchants in the foreign-trade organisation -  Cohong (Gonghang and
Cohong were in charge of all the fees and tariff on foreign trade.
Meanwhile, the Qing Empire was also facing problems of the opium addiction,
j4 Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, pp.52-53.
,5 William T. Rowe, Social Stability and Social Change, ed. Willard J. Peterson, 15 vols., vol. 9, 
The Cambridge History o f China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.561.
,6 D.E. Mungello, The Great Encounter o f China and the West, 1500-1800 (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1999), p.4.
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and opium trade was forbidden in 1729. However, the Qing bureaucracy was too
corrupted to solve the opium smuggling problems and this has led to an escalation 
of crime in society.37 The whole society was beginning to crumble, at the same 
time when the opium addiction was becoming a crisis.
The isolationist policies were forced down when the Qing Empire lost the 
Opium War (AD 1839-1842) to Great Britain. As a result of that war, the empire 
was forced to open up in 1843 by Great Britain and subsequently, large numbers 
of foreign merchants traded in Chinese market due to the loosening of trade 
control in the Treaty of Nanjing ( i^ j ^ ) . jS
Previously, Western influences had been brought into the Chinese empire 
mainly by Jesuit missionaries. However, it was not until the defeat in the Opium 
War (AD 1834-1843) of that Western influences were more clearly seen.39
Jinghua yuan was written when the Qing’s isolationist policies started 
trembling and the novel was published around the year 1828. This can be said to
37 Ranbir Vohra, China's Path to Modernization: A Historical Review From 1800 to the Present 
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, INC., 1987), p.33-34.
38 Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to 2000, p.22, 77, Vohra, China's Path 
to Modernization: A Historical Review From 1800 to the Present, p.23.
39 Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to 2000, p.23, 50.
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be a book that was written before a clear invasion of Western culture took place,
in the mid nineteenth century.40 Somehow, exploration of overseas land turned out 
to be a fascinating area of interest for the practical learning intelligentsia.
In other words, Jinghua yuan, with an overseas trading and travelling storyline 
presented a new direction of thoughts about an ideal way of life for the author and 
showed the people of that era -  and beyond -  an eagerness to experience the 
world outside China. This was an extraordinary trait for this period.41
After the Qing regime was defeated in the Opium War, the intellectuals lost 
confidence on their own diverse culture. In their literary works, even though they 
still supported the fundamental Confucian values, the intellectuals were however 
no longer interested in Taoist celestial stories or in praising the Chinese arts as Li 
Ruzhen did in Jinghua yuan42 Elvin points out that in order to understand the 
initial Chinese ways of thinking, looking into the literature would be a 
straightforward method to grasp the Chinese mindset. Jinghua yuan is a novel that 
represents “a microcosm of the Chinese mind around the year 1828 when it was
40 Mark Elvin, Changing Stories in the Chinese World (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 
p.l l .
41 Nankai daixue zhongwen xi i$jP*J 4* X & , Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi jian hian (Beijing: 
Renming wenxue chubian she, 1979), p.291.
42 Lin Lian-hsiang "Jinghua yuan jiegou tansuo p.193.
21
published” .43
In the world of literature, the Opium War became a significant turning point 
for cultural exchange between the East and West and also had an impact on the 
scholars’ mind. This event made Jinghua yuan exceptional as it is the last piece of 
novel with this particular writing style that celebrates the Chinese culture in the 
nineteenth century.
43 Elvin, Changing Stories in the Chinese World, p.ll.
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Li Ruzhen
Li Ruzhen was bom in Daxing (AJ^-), Hebei ( H i t )  and later moved to 
Haizhou ($M+1), Jiangsu (>x|£) with his older brother who was appointed there as 
an official of the Salt Bureau. Li Ruzhen served in the county government in 
Henan (>»T t&) for several years without success in his career, and in the imperial 
examination. Thereafter, he retired from political life and lived in seclusion. It is 
said that Li Ruzhen stayed in Haizhou for most his life.44
Haizhou was one of the most important place for salt production in the 
Huaibei (>£jb) region, many salt traders brought funds and gathered in Haizhou. 
Hence, the salt trading business advanced the finance and commerce of this region. 
The salt traders were indeed flourishing in society and had thus influence the 
social climate in Haizhou 45 Salt was one of the major monopoly productions of 
the Qing government. The demand of salt increased as population grew, and the 
salt merchants soon became one of the most prosperous merchants in Qing 
dynasty.46
44 Zhang Ruiqing "Li Ruzhen yu Haizhou feng wu #  Suzhou daxue
xuebao, no. 3 (2000): p.64.
43 Wu Zhongcheng "Jinghua yuan yu yen wenhua ( & & & )  Mingqing
xiaoshuo yenjiu, no. 4 (1999): p.116.
46 Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, p.26.
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Zhang states that Jinghua yuan comprised of social customs of the Jiangsu
region. The well developed sea transport in Haizhou had opened up people’s 
imagination on all things foreign, and had also spurred their desire to seek 
opportunities in adventurous overseas journeys.47 Li Ruzhen wrote Jinghua yuan 
at this place and it took him more than ten years to conclude this novel. Hence, it 
was apparent that creative writing soon became his own method to show his talent 
and express his ideals in life.
The scholarly life of Li Ruzhen
The culture that Li Ruzhen experienced during the time of the Qing dynasty is 
undoubtedly as varied as those of any other times. However, academics have 
researched and have provided an insight into key aspects of the culture that many 
literati experienced during that time.
The Qing dynasty (AD 1644-1911), founded by the Manchus, was another
regime founded by non-Han people after the Yuan dynasty. At first, many Han
academics had shown reluctance in serving the Qing rulers. However, shortly after,
Han scholars began to serve the Manchus to maintain the Han culture since they
had comprehended that the culture could thrive under the Manchu’s regime as 
4 Zhang Ruiqing "Li Ruzhen yu Haizhou feng wu $  p.66.
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long as they serve the Manchus.48 After the demise of the Ming dynasty, the literal 
climate of evidential research (kao ju ^1$.) was cultivated and later on, this 
development became a distinguishing feature of the Qing literature trend. The 
intellectuals deciphered that the late Ming literati movement held the 
responsibility for the collapse of the Ming dynasty as most of the Ming scholars 
were more interested in chasing their own sage-hood rather than engage in any 
impugns. The Kao ju  scholars believed that the Ming Confucian self-cultivation 
ideology was unrealistic.49 Hence, orthodox Song Neo-Confucianism was 
gradually challenged by Han learning (han xue ; J |^ )  and this also motivated the 
scholars to start to investigate what the “originär’ ancient Confucianism had been 
before it had been distorted by Buddhism and Taoism with a more systematic 
method.50
On the other hand, the high-handed mind-controlling Literary Inquisition 
(wenzi yuSC ^M )51 policy targeted Han intellectuals by using imprisonment or the 
execution of scholars for writing articles considered offensive to the regime.
48 Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, p.65.
49 Benjamin A. Elman, "Changes in Confucian Civil Service Examinations from the Ming to the 
Ch'ing Dynasty," in Education and Society in Late Imperial China, 1600-1900, ed. Benjamin A. 
Elman and Alexander Woodside (Los Angeles: University o f California Press, 1994), p.133.
50 Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, p.65.
31 Literary Inquisition had a long history in China. It targeted scholars and the main purpose was to 
control their thoughts and stabilised the Qing reign political power. The penalty ranged from life 
imprisonment or exile to the frontier, to execution. The numbers of the Literary Inquisition reached 
around 120 cases during Qianlong’s regime alone. Li Yan ^  "Qing chu wenzi yu chu tan 
Journal ofYangzhou Polytechnic College 6, no. 3 (Sept 2002): p. 10-13.
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However, in a more conciliatory way, the Manchus employed a similar imperial
examination structure as compared with the Ming dynasty and also the 
stereotyped writing system -  the eight-legged essay (bagu wen — which
remain in use in the examinations to recruit civil servants.5“ Under the stringent 
control on the minds of the society by the Manchus, many scholars began to 
devote on researching into the traditional classics in order to avoid any 
unnecessary political connection.
Another important phenomenon throughout the Qing dynasty was the 
corruption of the imperial examination system, so much so that bribery could 
assist the scholars in achieving their goal for high political position. Consequently, 
such a situation did cause a significant amount of discontent among the failed 
scholars.53 Hence, many scholars turned to novel writing to vent their resentment, 
to reveal the hardship of life, to expose the corruption of the society and system, 
and also to convey the orthodox ideals to the public. Since then, such vernacular 
Chinese novels became more and more popular and commonplace among the 
scholars.54
52 R. Kent Guy, "Fang Pao and the Ch'in-ting Ssu-shu-wen," in Education and Society in Late 
Imperial China, 1600-1900, ed. Benjamin A. Elman and Alexander Woodside (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1994), p.169-170.
53 Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, p.67.
34 Some of the more popular novels would be Liaozhai zhiyi by Pu Songling (fjtfä-#?),
Rulin waishi £.) by Wu Jingzi (^ -$ 1 # )  and Honglou meng by Cao Xueqin ( #
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Chinese civilisation has placed an importance on education and had
established examination systems for recruiting civil officials many centuries 
ago.55 Academics believe that Li Ruzhen did not achieve much success in the 
imperial examination. As Sun Jichang (fix'# lj), a close scholar friend of Li 
Ruzhen mentioned, Li Ruzhen had experienced obstacles in his career 
advancement.56 Thus, he retired from his career and concentrated on literary 
writing for the rest of his life. As a result, Jinghua yuan became Li Ruzhen’s tool 
to show the dissatisfactions in his life.
In Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen displays his opinions with regards to the imperial 
examination and also reflects on the mindset of the examinees through the 
characters in the storyline. The character -  Tang Ao initially had a great 
expectation of getting official positions through the imperial examination. 
However, when the rank of Tan hua in the imperial examination is finally earned 
after several previous examination failures, one of the empress advisers believed 
that Tang Ao has a connection with the rebels. Consequently, Empress Wu
i? /f ) .  Deng Yunxiang Qing dai ba gu wen (Shijia zhuang: Hebei jiaoyu cheban she,
2004), pp.31, 168-182, Naquin and Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century, p.68.
55 Alexander Woodside and Benjamin A. Elman, "Introduction," in Education and Society in Late 
Imperial China, 1600-1900, ed. Benjamin A. Elman and Alexander Woodside (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1994), p .l.
30 Hu Shi &R i§ , "Jinghua yuan de yin lun ?| tfr," p.403.
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removes his rank of Tan hua without any evidence. Tang Ao is annoyed after this
incident and decides to segregate himself from the world (chapter seven). Li 
Ruzhen reveals his perception regarding the difficulties facing the candidates in 
the imperial examinations and the false incrimination by the regime has 
demoralised many scholars.
The character -  Duo Jiugong, is very knowledgeable and also a scholar. 
However, he quits his studies because of failure in the examination and later he 
becomes a helmsman (chapter eight). Li Ruzhen hints that even a learned scholar 
like Duo could not have any success in the examination and is thus have a way of 
showing dissatisfaction towards the examination system.
The character -  Lin Zhiyang was once an official. However after he became 
an official, he abandoned all his learning and becomes a merchant (chapter 22). In 
my opinion, this shows Li Ruzhen’s perception that many scholars desire to 
succeed in the imperial examination, just to make rapid advances in their career 
rather than continuing to study and learn. Therefore, the imperial examination 
simply became a stepping-stone to success.
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In several episodes, Lin Zhiyang also describes the imperial examination as a
torture. In chapter 22, Lin swears himself to be an honest person otherwise he will 
be a lowest-rank scholar who starts to study at age ten until age ninety, and go 
through eighty years of imperial examination failures as a “hell-like life” for his 
next life. In chapter 23, Lin says “I am not a wrongdoer, why should I go through 
the tribulation of examinations?” Furthermore, Lin compares the suffering of 
foot-binding to sitting the imperial examination for scholars (chapter 33). Along 
these lines, it is clear that Li Ruzhen perceives himself to have suffered from the 
imperial examination system greatly, and his imperial examination failures has 
turned him from looking forward to having an official career, to being 
disappointed with the system, and finally with being disillusioned with the world 
in the end.
The similarity is noted at the end of Jinghua yuan (chapter 100). The storyline 
says that the novelist lives his life in peace and in harmony. He writes this novel 
for his own enjoyment and also implies that his novel is going to be left to the 
readers’ own imagination. Li Ruzhen clearly displayed his aspirations and 
thoughts in Jinghua yuan.
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Sociocultural background Li Ruzhen lived in
The Chinese civilisation has undergone several thousands years of 
transformation. Many customs had been handed down for many generations. As 
the generations change with the development of society, some customs were 
perceived as backward and undesirable. Li Ruzhen describes several common 
customs that he saw in such a way in Jinghua yuan.
Price bargaining is a very common behaviour in a Chinese marketplace -  and 
perhaps in other marketplace as well -  since most people attempt to maximise 
their own benefits -  sometimes unscrupulously. However, in the Kingdom of 
Gentlemen, Tang Ao describes the situation he sees in the marketplace. The seller 
sells the goods below the market price and the buyers want to pay more than the 
seller was asking for (chapter eleven). Li Ruzhen sets up a reversal of roles 
between the buyers and seller and makes use of these characters to hint at the 
deplorable customs which he sees in reality.
In Jinghua yuan, the characters discuss several undesirable customs in 
Chinese society and also gave their criticism in the storyline. In the book Li 
Ruzhen said, some Chinese of that time believed that the locations of a person’s
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ancestral grave have an influence on the fortune of a family and his offspring. As
a result, the character Wu Zhihe ( # ^ f o )  mentions that many spent their fortune 
in trying to find a “superior geomantic” burial place for parents and this resulted 
in not burying the dead for years or even up to two or three generations (chapter 
twelve). Li Ruzhen criticised the superstitions of the masses and the impracticality 
of the custom.
Moreover, it was also part of Chinese custom at that time to have celebrations 
for the birth of a newborn child. Many families have banquets and various feasts 
with an abundant choice of different meats. Some wealthy families even had a 
stage show in the banquet. As Wu Zhixiang says, “ I have heard that
heaven treasures lives (hao sheng zhi de hftdLZLft-)- Is it appropriate to sacrifice 
so many [animal] lives, just for celebrating one birth of a human life?” (chapter 
twelve). Li Ruzhen suggests that people could try to help the needy to accumulate 
virtue rather than killing animals, and then thereafter beg for blessing and 
protection from the heavens.
Additionally, the custom of foot-binding for women is often represented as “a
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curious erotic custom.” 57 Foot-binding is usually practiced in Han Chinese
families during that time as they view it as a mark of highborn status. 
Consequently, many Han Chinese girls had their feet bound from a young age,
58since the smaller the feet a girls’ had, the more attractive she was suppose to be.
In the story, Wu Zhihe states that “But a moment’s reflection would convince 
anyone that the custom is no more than a shameless pandering to perversion and 
depravity (chapter twelve) .” 59 Here, Li Ruzhen displays his opinion about 
foot-binding and criticises the cruelty of practicing foot-binding -  for the purpose 
of mere visual pleasure.
In fact, Li Ruzhen was against many customs with regards to people’s daily 
lives, and the superstitious mindset of people, such as practicing lavish banquets, 
weddings and funerals, marriage arrangement through fortune-telling or 
horoscope rather than considering the compatibility between the spouses; having 
extravagant lifestyles and relinquishing one’s own children to become monks or 
nuns for Buddhist blessings etc. (chapter twelve). Li Ruzhen brings up these 
dilemmas and raises the awareness of the reader with regards to these undesirable
57 Susan Mann, Precious Records: Women in China's Long Eighteenth Century (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997), p.27.
58 Ibid., p.55.
59 Li Changhua ^  a  "Jinghua yuan luan (Ifc?&ML) t&," p.418, Li Ruzhen ^  ik ty , Jinghua 
yuan, p.69.
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traditions.
The issue of power and the issue of gender
A SOCIOLOGICAL STUDY OF POWER
Power has been studied for years and it has been defined by many researchers. 
Wrong suggests that “power is the capacity of some persons to produce intended 
and foreseen effects on others” 60 Blau indicates that an individual or groups with 
power have capabilities to force or influence others through either incentives or 
penalties. Hence the people are stimulated by the cost and benefit.61 Nonetheless, 
the most leading and common definition of power belongs to Max Weber who 
defines power to be “the chance of a man or a number of men to realize their own 
will in a communal action even against the resistance of others who are 
participating in the action.”
In general, power is the capability to make judgment or have effects on the 
end results, so that people could orientate together towards the same direction. In 
addition, a powerful person could also have an impact on other people in various
60 Dennis H. Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 
1995), p.2.
61 H. Lorraine Radtke and Henderikus J. Stam, "Introduction," in Power/Gender: Social Relations 
in Theory and Practice, ed. H. Lorraine Radtke and Henderikus J. Stam (London: Sage 
Publications, 1994), p.3.
62 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology ed. Guenther Roth and 
Claus Wittich (Berkeley: University Of California Press, 1978).
33
ways, such as their belief, emotions, behaviours and identity.63 Consequently, 
power is closely interlinked to the intentions of people or part of life of a people.
The lifestyle and the behaviour of each individual in society have been 
influenced by power exerted from different sources. In society, power can come 
from government, social beliefs and expectations, and this power could have an 
unconscious effect on everyone. Power is generally placed on managing resources 
which are valued in society, for instance, political control, reputation and status 
etc. It is believed that power is commonly associated with individuals, groups or 
organizations in society rather than retained by an individual.64 Hence, this type of 
power has also been identified as interpersonal or social power by researchers, 
and has been defined as a force to change the behaviour of others or having to be 
in charge of well-regarded resources or results.63
The type of power projection
So as to comprehend the power that is exercised by the power holder and its 
effects on the outcome, French and Raven categorise the five bases of power in 
their study. Five different types of social power are described as bases or
63 David M. Newman, Sociology: Exploring the Architecture of Everyday Life (Thousand Oaks: 
Pine Forge Press, 2000), p.324.
64 Thomas R. Dye, Power and Society (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1993), p.4.
63 Linda L Carli, "Gender, Interpersonal Power, and Social Influence," Journal of Social Issues 55, 
no. 1 (1999): p.81.
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resources for individual to exercise their social influences. These social powers
are classified as reward power, coercive power, expert power, legitimate power, 
and referent power.66
Reward power is based on the capability of an individual to allocate beneficial 
or desired rewards to others. In order to exercise reward power, it is important to 
let people recognize the power holder’s capacity to expand their advantages and to 
get rid of or reduce their disadvantages. In other words, people will accept the 
power holder’s promise of rewards as long as they believe that the power holder 
has abilities to give them incentives. Thus, reward power is mainly dependence on 
the expectation between the people and the power holder, as people believe that 
they will be rewarded and the power holder believes that the goal will be achieved 
by people’s submission.67
On the contrary, coercive power means punishment. An individual who 
possesses coercive power is able to demote or suspend others benefits. This power 
is based on the fear of the people so that compliance can be achieved. Force is
frequently used when exercising coercive power. Employing force is crucial as
66 R.P.Jr. French and B. Raven, "The Bases of Social Power," in Studies in Social Power, ed. 
Dorwin Cartwright (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1959), pp.155-164.
67 Ibid., pp. 156-157.
68 Carli, "Gender, Interpersonal Power, and Social Influence," pp.82-83.
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Boulding comments that “...the credibility of threats depreciates with time if
threats are not carried out. Hence threats occasionally need to be carried out in 
order to re-establish the credibility.” 69 This is for establishing the authority of the 
power holder, so that people are aware that certain penalty will be carried out by 
the power holder for nonconformity and noncooperation. Consequently, it is 
important that the power holder is familiar and keeps an eye on every activity of
70each individual in order to enforce the coercive power effectively.
Meanwhile, legitimate power is possessed by an individual who people 
believe, has the entitlement or is in an appropriate position to exercise the power,
71so that people are willing to abide by rightful decisions of the power holder. 
Weber proposed that the sources of legitimacy come from tradition, charisma, and 
legality. Legitimacy is based on traditional belief that instituted the obligation 
need to obey a leader. Legitimacy also comes from the charisma which stresses on 
the individual heroic virtues of a leader. Moreover, legality indicates that 
legitimacy is recognized on a consensual agreement between the leader and the 
people, and this type of legitimacy power usually depends on the standing of the
69 Kenneth Boulding, "Toward a Pure Theory o f Threat System," in Political Power: A Reader in 
Theory and Research, ed. Roderick Bell, David V. Edwards, and R. Harrison Wagner (New York: 
The Free Press, 1969), p.288.
70 Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses, pp.43-44.
71 Dye, Power and Society, p.43.
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72power holder who engages in an organisation. “
Next, referent power means that an individual or groups who have capability 
to influence and convince others. This power is generally standing on the personal 
personality and popularity of the power holder. Wrong points out a similar 
concept as personal authority, and he suggests that the personal authority 
relationships are based on affection, respect, companionship or “the presence of 
psychological dispositions towards dominance and submissiveness. ...People 
avoids discomfort or gains satisfaction by conformity based on identification, 
regardless of the power holder’s responses, we are dealing with referent power.” 
73 As a result, referent power is mainly based on the attraction between the people 
and the power holder. This means that more attraction brings about greater 
identification, and consequently, an increase in the referent power.74
Finally, expert power refers to a person’s skills or expertise with experience that 
are needed by others. Expert power is based on people who believe that power 
holder has superior knowledge and skill, and is capable and proficient to produce 
the best result for people’s benefits. However, expert power is generally limited to
72 Ibid., pp.44-45.
73 Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses, pp.60-64.
74 French and Raven, "The Bases of Social Power," pp.162-163.
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the expert areas of the power holder. Anywhere outside the range of the power
75holder’s professional areas, apparently the expert power will be reduced.
Power and gender
Men and women engage in the power relationship everyday. Efficient use of 
these five different power bases can generate higher power. In many traditional 
societies, men are usually placed on the dominant role whereas women are on the 
submission role. The roles between men and women are generally stereotyped by 
society. The typical roles of women are correlated to the household responsibility 
as the roles of men are commonly concentrated on personal accomplishment. As 
men and women generally undertake different roles in society given their 
biological differences and cultural expectations, men and women apparently 
employ their power in different approaches to have effects on others.76
As noted previously, power is employed in every society, and the most 
fundamental power relationships are noticed partly or entirely inside the family or 
kinship units. As a result, the power interactions among family members can be 
easily observed, there are such as dominance and submission status, differential
5 Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses, p.55.
76 Carli, "Gender, Interpersonal Power, and Social Influence," pp.83-84.
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roles and expectations between male and female parents and children.77 Radtke 
and Stam highlight the relationship of men and women, and developed both 
‘micro-level of everyday life’ and also ‘macro-level as social institutions control.’
78 Thus, gender relationships are formed by the power relationship. In other words, 
men and women relations are generated by power.
Since ancient time, agriculture has been the main economic activity in the 
Chinese society. The majority of the agricultural societies are patriarchal, which 
means that the authoritarian power is held by males and they have the power over 
others as a sex or hierarchy.79 Since the family units are commonly viewed as the 
primary units in society, the male dominated atmosphere is easily observed in 
Chinese society. In the traditional Chinese feudal system, the lifestyle of men and 
women are defined to be separated and different. Because of this, the differences 
between men and women, such as responsibilities, authority in the family, or 
social status in the society, are shaped by the traditions and their personal younger 
days.
Typically, amongst the traditional Chinese society in the late imperial period -
7 Dye, Power and Society, p.40.
78 Radtke and Stam, "Introduction," p.13. 
Dye, Power and Society, p.49.
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in spite of social class -  girls bound their feet, taught to assist in the housework at
home, to reproduce for the next generation, and then to take on all the domestic
80duties after marriage. A woman was taught to be a wife for her whole life. In 
contrast, boys learned Chinese classics around the age of four. They were 
expected to grow to be scholars and officials in the future and later become the 
financial provider for the family after marriage.81 Women’s teachings are 
generally domestic and family oriented whereas men’s teachings are more career 
oriented.
Chinese traditional rituals were all recorded in the Li ji  (fffL  Book of Rites). 
It is a book that gives many details concerning the rites and rituals of daily life 
since the ancient period. The traditional Confucian custom of “Men outside, 
women inside. (nan zhu wai, nil zhu nei% i .  )” was deeply entrenched
in people’s mind. In the chapter of Nei ze ( fjJ) in Li ji, it records the rules in 
relation to men and women’s proper etiquette. It states that “Men do not discuss 
domestic issues while women do not talk about external issues. (% ^  % 1*3 ’
"If )”82 Furthermore, in the chapter of Sangda j i  ( tcL), it states that 
“Literati and officialdom converse public affairs, not household affairs.
80 Susan Mann, "The Education of Daughters in the Mid-Ch'ing Period," in Education and Society 
in Late Imperial China, 1600-1900, ed. Benjamin A. Elman and Alexander Woodside (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), pp.20-21.
81 Mann, Precious Records: Women in China's Long Eighteenth Century, pp.50-51.
82 Chen Hao Li j i  j i  shuo (Taipei: Taipei Shijie shuju 1969), p.154.
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•ff l^ .^ )”83 As a result, women are generally attached to roles that are
more domestic in nature.
Even though women are responsible in all the housework, then again under 
the patriarchal society in China, men are referred to as the head of the household 
(jia zhang^^j) and they are in the authoritative position in their family. In the 
Mozi (1;^-), it mentions that family members should not displease the head of 
household. In the chapter of Tianzhi shang it admonishes that “One
should be not oblivious! One should not be careless! How could a person offend 
the head of the household in a family and still have capability of achievement?
Another literature that mentions the status of the head of the household is 
Zhuzi jiali (The Family Rituals of Zhu Xifc-^^Lflt) by Zhu xi AD
1130-1200). Zhuzi jiali records the Confucian family ritual practices and it 
became the guideline of Confucian rituals during the Song dynasty. In the chapter 
of Tongli (General Principles of Ritual iü fi) , it states that “No matter how one is 
inferior or young or the issue is big or small, do not take action yourself.
83 Ibid., p.248.
84 Wang Huanbiao Mozi jiao shi (Hangzhou: Zhejiang wenyi chuban she 1984), p.209.
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Everything must be consulted and reported to the head of the household. (TLt# ■%- 
#],  A d ' ,  # # J M f , This shows that women have
certain amount o f power to operate the daily household operation. 
Notwithstanding, the male is still the leading authority and there is a dominance 
and submission hierarchical relationship between men and women in a Chinese 
household. Under the influence o f Confucianism in China, women are described 
either as daughters, wives, mothers or widows. It is clearly that the portrayals o f
or
women were closely attached to the relationships with men.
In conclusion, power affects everybody’s life and it is employed in people’s 
relationship in society. Indeed, power is employed between men and women, and 
they are generally in a hierarchical relationship. From Komter’s observation, 
“power has no gender” while gender relation is linked to power and the 
relationship between power and gender is generally operated in similar methods 
with other social relationship.87 As a result, the power o f social values, beliefs, 
lifestyle, and behaviour are also significant factors in shaping people’s life.
83 Zhu Xi 3k A, Chu Hsi's family rituals: a twelfth-century Chinese manual fo r the performance o f 
cappings, weddings, funerals, and ancestral rites trans. Patricia Buckley Ebrey (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), Appendix B, p.187.
86 Catherine Despeux and Livia Kohn, Women in Daoism (Cambridge (MA): Three Pines Press, 
2003), p.2.
87 Aafke Komter, "Gender, Power and Feminist Theory," in The Gender o f  Power, ed. Kathy Davis, 
Monique Leijenaar, and Jantine Oldersma (London: Sage Publications, 1991), p.61.
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A Nineteenth century Chinese framework of womanhood
The Ideal Role of Women in J inghua yuan
The storyline of Jinghua yuan is about the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and the 
other ninety-nine flower-spirits who “descended” to earth. All the flower-spirits 
were bom as women on earth and Li Ruzhen illustrates these one hundred 
women’s journey in life in Jinghua yuan. Li Ruzhen did not elaborate any special 
particularities on each individual woman vividly. However, in many parts of the 
storyline, being learned and talented are main characteristics for these one 
hundred women.
With Talent
The Fairy of a Hundred Flowers is the leader of the flower-spirits. After the 
Fairy of a Hundred Flowers was banished to earth, Tang Xiaoshan becomes her 
reincarnate. In the storyline, Tang Xiaoshan was keen on learning at the age of 
four or five. She was talented and gifted with an extraordinarily retentive memory, 
so much so that she remembered whatever she read. Moreover, Tang Xiaoshan 
was interested in martial arts so she often wielded spears and lances (chapter 
seven). Li Ruzhen showed Tang Xiaoshan as an astonishingly talented girl who 
had both scholarly and martial arts abilities. Tang Xiaoshan could perhaps be seen
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as an exemplary “talent woman” in Li Ruzhen’s mind.
Other noteworthy talented women brought out by Li Ruzhen are the two 
female scholars in the Kingdom of Black-toothed People (Heichi guo X #  HI). In 
the storyline, women have their own educational institution and they are devoted 
to learning in the Kingdom of Black-toothed People. As a result, women start 
learning at a young age. While studying there, Duo Jiugong met with two 
women -  Li Hongwei and Lu Zixuan (J^ _ # )  who were reincarnates of
flower-spirits. At first, Duo Jiugong contemptuously disregarded their talent. 
However, after several debates on phonetics and Chinese classics, Duo Jiugong 
figures out that these two women were “too intellectual” for him to compete with, 
and that the two women had put him to embarrassment (chapters 16-19).
There are other women that are experts in martial arts skill and Edwards has 
categorised them as women warriors and amazons. Moreover, they have 
masculine outfits and also take action with courage in common.88 Luo Hongqu 
is adept in archery (chapter 10), while Lian Jinfeng (Jjti^M) is a brave 
young diver who has superb survival skills in the seas (chapter 13). Lin Zhiyang
88 Louise Edwards, "Women Warriors and Amazons of the mid Qing Texts Jinghua yuan and 
Honglou meng," Modem Asian Studies 29, no. 2 (1995): pp.235-237.
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and Duo Jiugong were rescued by Wei Ziying from fierce beasts
(chapter 21), and Xu Lirong (% HH-) saved Tang Ao and Lin Zhiyang from 
bandits with her expertise in slingshot (chapter 26). Yan Zixiao is a
young swordswoman who is competent in swift travelling (chapter 54). 
Furthermore, Zai Yuchan (^J£.$$t), Yan Ziqiong ( ^ ^ J f . ) ,  Yi Ziling ( |r  ^fE.) are 
all trained swordswomen who joined in the anti-Zhou rebellion (chapter 97).
As part of Tang Ao, Lin Zhiyang and Duo Jiugong’s overseas travelling 
journey, they also gathered the flower-spirits together and eventually they all sit in 
the women’s imperial examination. Many of them have an area of expertise, Jing 
Yaochun (#^4K )* Lü Yaoming (§  #, ^ ) , Tian Xiuying (® ^  j&), Meng Yaozhi 
( J l5&£), and Bian Suyun ( T ^ r Ü )  are proficient in Chinese zither music 
(chapter 72). Yin Qiaowen (£p*5>0 specialises in Chinese calligraphy writing 
(chapter 72). Zhu Tihua ($l*fUb), Bai Lijuan ( ö  J |-^ ), Zai Yinchan (^HU$f), 
Zhang Fengchu (?S.JK$£), and Tan Huifang(tf H 3f) are adept in Chinese brush 
painting (chapter 72). Yao Zhixin (4&ib#) is proficient in Chinese chess (weiqi 
M m  strategies (chapter 73), while Meng Yunzhi ( ü .^ ^ . )  is an expert in 
Chinese divination (chapters 75-76). Moreover, Mi Lanfen ( #  $  ) is
well-versed in mathematics and physics (chapter 79).
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Clearly, most o f the skills that those talent women have expertise in, could be 
simply grouped in the “Four Arts of the Chinese scholar” -  qin qi shu hua 
^  t )  which are the four arts that the Chinese scholars use to cultivate themselves. 
The Four Arts include music, chess, calligraphy and drawing/painting accordingly. 
The history o f each art could be traced back to ancient China. However, the 
phrase -  qin qi shu hua was put together by a painter, Zhang Yenyuan (?k/£ i&) 
when describing one o f the learned monk adept in qin qi shu hua in Fashu yaolu 
(/'£ i f - l c # )  from the Tang dynasty.89 It was not until the Qing dynasty that the 
idea o f the Four Arts (siyi va H ) was brought up in A Temporary Lodge for My 
Leisure Thoughts (Xianqing ouqi F*j f f  4$ by Li Yu ( $  >,#. AD 1610-1680) and 
Li Yu put emphasis on the Four Arts and mentions that each of the self-cultivated 
skills should not be left out ( #  t
Qin is commonly identified as the Chinese zither {guqin -fc #-) and it is one o f  
the oldest Chinese music instrument. However, after the term o f qin qi shu hua 
was introduced, qin is generally known as music.91 The presence o f music and
89 Zhang Yenyuan Fashu yaolu, 2 vols., vol. 1 (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshu guan, 1936),
juan 3, p.55.
90 Li Yu Li Yu quan ji: Xan qing ou ji ,  15 vols., vol. 5 (Taipei: Chengwei chuban she, 1970), 
p.2299.
91 Song Mengxue Qin qi shu hua (Hong Kong: Zhonghua chuban she, 1990), pp.171.
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perhaps even lyrics can be found in some ancient Chinese classics, such as the 
Classic o f Poetry (Shi jing ItMüL) and the Classic o f Music (Yue jing 
Throughout Chinese history, music turns into a medium for many scholars to 
express their emotions and the Chinese zither is often mentioned in the
92literature.
Qi, Chinese chess, also known as weiqi or the game of “Go”, is played with 
black and white stones on a game board. Traces of qi could be found even in 
ancient literature works, for instance, Lun yu (Analecst1^%%) and Zuo Zhuan (A  
ilf-)- Moreover, the books of strategy and tactics regarding qi are also popular 
among the scholars. Chinese scholars believe that weiqi is a contest of wits, and it 
is also a refined way to bring about a person’s talent, skills, characteristics, and 
courage into full play.93 It is thus seen as a method for scholars to train their 
analytical skills and the ability to deal with contingencies.
Ever since the Chinese writing tools were invented during the Han dynasty 
(206 BC-AD 220), almost all the Chinese scholars are educated in the art of 
Chinese calligraphy (shu # ) . Chinese calligraphy requires long period of training
92 Many Tang poetry also brings up qin, for instance, In a Retreat Among Bamboos (Zhuli guanYi 
JLIt) by Wang Wei (_£ ££), Playing the Zither (tanqinW ^-) by Liu Changqing (f'J etc.
93 Song Mengxue Qin qi shu hua, p. 130.
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and commitment, and the well balance of each brushstroke in each Chinese
character is essential for the calligraphy writings. As a result, many Chinese 
calligraphers have developed unique writing styles to express their own 
understanding towards the meanings of Chinese characters or literature. 
Calligraphy is therefore developed into an expression of the calligrapher’s 
thoughts, patience and characteristics, as well as playing a role of art form within 
scholars.94
Chinese painting (hua i )  was developed from Chinese calligraphy. Thus, the 
technique of calligraphy is required in order to master the skills of painting.95 The 
themes of the paintings are varied, from myth and history to landscape to flowers 
and birds painting. Many scholars were proficient in painting as they paint for 
their own leisure and as a shared interest with friends. This is another expressive 
art form for the scholars.96
Jinghua yuan includes an enormous number of “talent women”. These women 
are not only scholarly and well-read, many of them also have other expertise. The
Four Arts -  qin qi shu hua are the most common expertise areas for these talent
94 Graig Clunas, Art in China (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), p.135.
95 Jessica Rowson, The British Museum Book o f  Chinese Art (New York: Thames and Hudson Inc., 
1992), p. 102.
96 Mary Tregear, Chinese Art (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 1980), p.8.
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women. In the storyline, Li Ruzhen explores and discusses numerous fields of
learning through these female characters. Indeed, it is perhaps a way for Li 
Ruzhen to display his assortment of erudition. Conversely, it is also a possible 
approach for Li Ruzhen to let the reader understand his personal opinion on the 
potential abilities of women.
Mastering the Four Arts demonstrated the learned scholars’ character, 
expressions, deliberation and aspirations. Li Ruzhen displays the prevalent 
practice of the Four Arts among the scholars. Previously, Li Yu introduces the 
Four Arts. He also valued women’s abilities and encouraged women’s education 
throughout his written works. Li Yu’s education ideology for women were not 
only limited to knowledge learning, but also promoting the education of the Four 
Arts to women.97
From the content of Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen has shown to have similar 
thoughts with Li Yu, such as, women’s education and recognised women’s talent. 
Perhaps, Li Ruzhen had encountered Li Yu’s literature and ideologies as Li Yu’s 
works were exceedingly widespread within the public during Ming-Qing period.98
97 Li Changhua £  g  "Jinghua yuan luan ( & & & >  p.69.
98 Ibid.: p.267.
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With Confucian value
At the beginning of Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen quotes Ban Zhao’s (#£B3 
c.45-117) Admonitions for Women (Nii jie  -^ct ,^) which shows four behavioural 
attributes for women’s education, such as feminine virtue ( ^ ^ ) ,  feminine speech 
(£f tT), feminine manners ( i f  S-) and feminine tasks (chapter one). These
four behavioural attributes could also be found in one of the Chinese classics -  
Rites o f Zhou {Zhou li $  ) ."  This has shown the importance of these
behavioural teachings in Women’s education since ancient China.
Ever since the Han dynasty, Confucian philosophy was underlined as the 
mainstream of learning. Thus, scholars were devoted to Chinese classics.100 Ban 
Zhao was learned, talented and she complied with the ritual of widowhood after 
her husband’s early death. Ban Zhao was once appointed as a teacher for the 
empress and the concubines by the Eastern Han Emperor Hedi (^/'jl^o^r AD 
89-105).101 As a result, Admonitions for Women has turned out to be one of the 
fundamental manuscripts with regards to Chinese women’s educations and also
99 Zheng Xuan "S', Zhou li Zheng zhu 8vols., vol. 2 (Shanghai Zhonghua shu ju, 1927), juan 7, 
chapter Jiupin (TlÜ).
100 Nancy Lee Swann, Pan Chao: Foremost Woman Scholar o f China (New York: The Century Co., 
1932), p.12.
101 Fan Ye Hou Han shu, 12 vols., vol. 9 (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1973), juan 84, 
p.2784-2785.
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has become the guidelines of an ideal behaviour for women under a 
Confucian-centric society.102 Li Ruzhen emphasises women’s morality throughout 
the novel, and the Confucian values are shown through the characteristics of these 
talent women in the novel.
Also, in the Kingdom of Black-toothed People, a deaf old scholar who was 
from the Women’s school, lent a fan to Duo Jiugong. The full text of Admonitions 
for Women was handwritten on one side of the fan, and Su Hui’s palindrome was 
handwritten on another side by Li Hongwei and Lu Zixuan respectively (chapter 
19). Here, Li Ruzhen brought up Admonitions for Women again, apparently the 
fan has shown the importance of Ban Zhao’s teaching and the image of the ideal 
women in Li Ruzhen’s mind. On the fan, Ban Zhao’s teaching represents the ideal 
role of women and when Su Hui follows the ideals of Ban Zhao, her palindrome 
becomes a manifestation of the achievement of such a woman.103
Similarly, one of the talent women, Shi Lanyan (fep $  t f ) voices the Confucian 
ideology out loud and supports the Confucian virtue and morality during her 
conversations with other women. Shi Lanyan became Li Ruzhen’s spokeswoman
102 Brandauer, "Women in the Ching-hua yuan: Emancipation toward a Confucian Ideal,"
pp.650-651.
t03 Ibid.: pp.652-653.
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for propagating Confiician philosophy as all talent women agreed that Shi
Lanyan’s speech is a good guidance (chapter 71).
It can be concluded that, Li Ruzhen used one hundred flower-spirits to 
describe his ideal image of women. Women were supposed to obey the four 
behavioural characteristics teachings in Admonitions for Women. Confucian rituals 
and traditions are also essential for the moral integrity of women (chapter one). 
Furthermore, these one hundred women in Jinghua yuan are talented, learned and 
all were granted awards in the women’s imperial examination. It appears that Ban 
Zhao’s writing precedes Li Ruzhen’s proclamation of the ideal women in Jinghua
104yuan.
Additionally, the imperial examination has been a prerequisite for the civil 
official career in Chinese society. It is not surprising that Li Ruzhen thinks highly 
of knowledge since passing the imperial examination was the primary method for 
commoners to have a career and social advancements in the historical Chinese 
empire.105 Therefore, it appears that being well-versed in learning and being 
educated in Confucian values are the requirement for the ideal women in Jinghua
104 Ibid.: p.653.
105 Woodside and Elman, "Introduction," p .l.
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yuan.
A Framework of Womanhood
Education
The importance of education has been highlighted since ancient China, and the 
Qing dynasty is no exception. Indeed, education was accessible for both men and 
women. However, the majority of women did not share the same education 
opportunity as the men did.
For instance, men undertook literate education with private lessons at home
from their youth in areas such as classical learning and the Confucian doctrines.
Then, they transferred to education institutions when necessary. On the other hand,
women commonly obtained non-literate training from their mothers in skills such
as embroidery, spinning and weaving, or performing household duties.
Alternatively, women who were able to take on literate education were generally
from the upper class and elite families, and mostly they studied from home.106
This indicates the educational inequality between men and women, as men had
more alternative options to learn. Hence, literate education could be considered as
a privilege for everyone during the Qing dynasty.
106 Mann, "The Education of Daughters in the Mid-Ch'ing Period," pp.20-21.
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In the narration of Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen wrote the story with a full array
of well-educated women. This was clearly in conflict with the old Chinese 
traditional mindset about women -  “An ideal woman is a woman without talent. 
(nü zi wu cai shi te % ^ # 0 ” Shangguan Waner was one of the actual,
historical talent women that Li Ruzhen introduced in Jinghua yuan. Even though 
he did not expand on Shangguan Waner’s position in the storyline, Li Ruzhen did 
display Shangguan Waner’s intellectual capacity in writing poetry and by 
mentioning that numerous male officials could not compete with her talent 
(chapter six).
Moreover, Li Ruzhen invented an education institution exclusively for women, 
to make education more accessible to women in the Kingdom of the 
Black-toothed People. In that kingdom, every woman starts to learn at school 
when they reach four or five years old regardless of her financial and family 
background, preparing for the women’s examination that will be held around 
every ten years (chapter 16). The two women that appeared in the women’s school 
could be taken as the best examples of the outcomes for women who had received 
education. Also, these two women have put Duo Jiugong -  who is learned, and
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underestimated the women’s ability initially -  to shame (chapters 16-19). Indeed,
Li Ruzhen displays his awareness of the issues involved in education for women. 
Also, it can be said that the Kingdom of the Black-toothed People is Li Ruzhen’s 
ideal society to provide opportunities for women to be taught.
Having an honourable family background (jia shi qing bai being
healthy, and being under sixteen years old are essential criteria for the Imperial 
Examination for Women, as well as not having been divorced (chapter 42). On the 
other hand, Zishi ($$ ^ )  who is already a sixty-year-old but is still determined to 
sit for the examination, mixed into the crowd of talent women, and eventually sat 
for the examination coming out as the top candidate in the Prefectural 
Examination (Junshi 2$t^). As a result, Tang Guichen says, “Aunt, if it is not for 
the age restriction, supposing you could sit for the Imperial Examination, you 
would get a top award easily and we would not need to worry about it at all 
(chapter 56).”
A maidservant, Cui Xiaoying ( ^  d 'Ü), who came from a lowly family was 
educated and looked forward to sitting for the Imperial Examination for Women. 
Other talented women who get to know about this, helped Cui Xiaoying to
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conceal her family background and to sit the examination (chapter 59). In the end, 
Cui Xiaoying was one of the successful candidates among other talented women 
in the Imperial Examination for Women. Perhaps, Li Ruzhen implied that women 
should have equal entitlement to sit for the imperial examination regardless of 
their family background. Moreover, Li Ruzhen also revealed that the women’s 
abilities could be placed on par with men’s if they had equal education 
opportunities in society.
Politics
The Chinese imperial examination system was established in the Sui dynasty 
(AD 581 -618). Serving in the civil service was considered as a pathway to success, 
being involved in and the most administrative and political affair. Sitting the 
imperial examination became the primary method for commoners to get 
involved.107
Li Ruzhen introduces the Women’s imperial examination in Jinghua yuan, and 
he chooses to set this “pioneering work” in Empress Wu Zetian’s regime which 
was in itself a distinctive period in Chinese history. At first, Tang Xiaoshan says,
107 Ichisada Miyazaki, China's Examination Hell: The Civil Service Examinations o f Imperial 
China, trans. Schirokauer Conrad (New York: Weatherhill Inc., 1976), pp.7, 111.
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“Since now we have imperial examinations, certainly men have their own
imperial examination just as women do. I wonder how many years there will be 
between each imperial examination for women. ..Since we have a female emperor 
at present, we should have female scholars and female prime ministers to assist 
the female ruler in governing our empire (chapter seven).” These statements 
demonstrate that women could involve themselves in the imperial court through 
the imperial examination, just like men.
After several observations, it seems that Li Ruzhen tried to pursue an equal 
status between men and women in the context of education. Li Ruzhen initiated 
the Women’s imperial examination which mimics the traditional imperial 
examination system for men. Hence, the establishment of Women’s imperial 
examination in the storyline was possibly hoping that the status of women can be 
changed and also with women’s education, their independence and autonomy can 
be developed.
An interesting point to bring out here is that these one hundred women in the 
storyline are all intelligent and educated. Eventually, all of them achieved awards 
in the Women’s imperial examination. However, none of the women served in
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Empress Wu’s regime and neither of them took up any formal, official positions.
Ironically, most of the talent women joined the anti-Zhou Rebellion, and tried to 
overthrow the Empress and revive the House of Tang. Apart from Empress Wu, 
the Kingdom of the Women is the only place for women involved to be in politics 
within Jinghua yuan.
Furthermore, Empress Wu issues an imperial edict to hold a Women’s imperial 
examination. In the imperial edict, Empress Wu states that, “Although men may 
be as brilliant as jade, women are no less so.”108 The Empress affirmed women’s 
talent and hunted for talented women to assist with state affairs and to serve in the 
imperial court. The Imperial Examination for Women became a channel for 
women to enter the political circle. However, only internal court (nei tingfil 24) 
positions will be granted to the women who are awarded degrees. The positions in 
the internal court are usually serving and attending to the Emperor’s daily needs. 
This is unlike the men who could work in the external court with actual political 
power once they are awarded. This shows that there is still a difference between 
men and women in Li Ruzhen’s mindset. The only talented woman who later 
became a political leader is Yin Ruohua. She is the “crown prince” of the
Kingdom of the Women and she returns back to her kingdom to ascend the throne.
108 Li, Flowers in the Mirror, p. 135.
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Yin Ruohua was accompanied by two other talented women who also came from
overseas. One of the talented women -  Tingting displays her thoughts
about assisting Yin Ruohua in governing the Kingdom of Women, she says, “If 
Sister Ruohua becomes the ‘King’ of the Kingdom of Women in the future, we 
could work together with one heart, with loyalty, to launch the customs practice, 
to initiate the useful and abolish the harmful, to weed out the wicked and let the 
law-abiding citizens live in peace, to promote able persons and get rid of 
toadies... . I would be very rewarded if I could assist her [Yin] to become an able 
and virtuous ruler and obtain the name of ‘notable female minister’ (chapter 68).”
Nevertheless, these words come from a woman. The Kingdom of Women is a 
kingdom where men and women were in reverse roles. These women in power are 
referred to by title usually signifying “men”, such as “king” and “royal uncle” 
regardless of their gender.
Throughout Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen wrote in a fair bit of detail about the 
lack of morality in the character of Wu Zetian as a non-fictional character. In 
addition, Li Ruzhen also noted that Wu Zetian had indeed attempted to change the 
name of the dynasty after she assumed reign. This was an action that violated the
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moral principle of loyalty (zhong ) and was also highly unacceptable in Li
Ruzhen’s Confucianist world view.
The storyline shows however that Li Ruzhen may perhaps be somewhat 
unable to accept women as leaders because it states that Empress Wu Zetian and 
the “King of the Kingdom of Women” as characters and protagonists with 
descriptions and narrations that amount to negative aspects about them.
The reason that Li Ruzhen was opposed to the rule of Empress Wu seems to 
be because of her lack of morality and her audacity in re-creating another dynasty. 
This is in contrary to the fact that she is after all a woman -  and is thus viewed to 
be unsuitable for the position of a leader -  as some researchers have believed to 
be the perspective of Li Ruzhen.
However, it is likely that Li Ruzhen wrote Jinghua yuan following a similar 
pattern of events as the historical accounts -  with the downfall of Wu Zetian -  
essentially because that is generally the way scholarly novels are written during 
that era, historical events are meant to be followed to a great extent. This meant 
that Li Ruzhen had to arrange for Empress Wu to be overthrown so as to correlate
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clearly with historical facts. Once again, it is with such reasoning that this thesis’
position begs to differ from the opinions of some researchers who believed that Li 
Ruzhen wrote out such an eventuality simply because subconsciously, he had 
never been open to the possibility of women in power and with the mandate to 
rule.
Welfare
Women’s welfare is another significant establishment in Jinghua yuan. Li 
Ruzhen made use of the character -  Empress Wu Zetian to announce twelve 
imperial edicts (chapter 40). In reality, Empress Wu had indeed issued twelve 
imperial edicts. However, there was in fact nothing related to the issue of 
women’s welfare. Here, Li Ruzhen interweaves the actual and fictional events in 
Jinghua yuan. These imperial edicts that he narrated were mainly focussed on the 
value of filial piety, fraternal love, and the chastity of women, and these virtues 
became the yardstick for receiving rewards from the empress.
In the storyline, the twelve imperial edicts generally reward women who show 
xiao (filial piety ^ ) ,  and ti (fraternal love $ ) , and honour the chastity of 
widowed and elderly women. Maids who serve in the imperial palace for five
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years will be discharge. Yang ao yuan (home for the aged women and Yu
nil tang (young girls’ childcare centres ~fi[-je i t )  will be built to take care of aged 
women and young girls. Living allowances will be given to the virtuous and poor 
widows. Women’s clinics will be launched to give medical support to the women. 
The state finances funerals for women who are penniless and also funds a Jie xiao 
ci (Shrine for virtuous and filial ffj to hold tribute publicly for virtuous and
filial women who had no relatives.
In the traditional Chinese society, the practice of xiao has generally been 
emphasised as an important virtue. Filial piety (xiao) can be considered to be an 
important value in Chinese society and the Classic of Filial Piety (Xiao jing^iQ.) 
is in one of the thirteen Confucian classics. Confucius is said to believe that filial 
piety is the fundamental building block in the consideration of the entirety of 
moral conducts (T 'ö :  Over the centuries, the Confucian
scholars advocated the teachings of filial piety and even Emperor Tang Xuanzong 
(M’ ~£%) annotated the Classic of Filial Piety himself. As a result, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that Li Ruzhen describes filial piety to be the first virtue that the 
Empress takes into account for her rewards.
l09Zheng Xuan IP'S-, Xiao jing Tang Xuanzong yu zhu (Shanghai: Shanghai : Zhonghua shuju, 
1927), juan 1.Chapter of Kaizong mingyi (?% % 4 0
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Fraternal love (ti) emphasises showing respectfulness and obedience to one’s
elder siblings. The Li j i  (Book o f Rites i t )  mentions the importance of showing 
fraternal love towards siblings. The Li j i  also states in the chapter of Liyun ( f f i l ) ,  
“What is the meaning of (being) a person? An amiable father, a filial son, an older 
brother with virtuous and fraternal love from the younger brother.
& ' - T # ' JL ^ .. -)”110 However, the storyline in Jinghua Yuan mentions that 
fraternal love was not widely in evidence between in-laws. As a result, the 
Empress would like to praise the women who had obeyed the principle of 
fraternal love in that context. Most probably, the polygamous marriage of the 
traditional Chinese society had caused damage to the unity of the family. It was 
common to notice that the wife and concubines were striving for their position of 
power in the family or were trying to win over their husband. Hence, perhaps Li 
Ruzhen wanted to display the importance of harmony within the family.
On top of xiao and ti, zhen jie  (chastity ip) was seen as another essential
virtue for women. Being chaste (shou jie xj Ip) basically meant that women
needed to be faithful to the husbands until death. To put it in another way, it means
the women should remain in widowhood after her husband’s death. The 
110 Chen Hao Li j i  j i  shuo p.126.
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Confucian virtue -  chastity (jie Ip) — has a long history as being the teaching for
women. In an earlier written source, honouring the “chaste widow” could be 
found in the decree of Emperor Wei Suzong ^A D  510-528).111 Indeed, this 
shows that people had become aware of the virtue of jie  for women.
The Yuan (itA D  1279-1367) dynasty was the first noteworthy regime that 
paid tribute to virtuous women in 1304. However, it is the Qing regime that 
exerted great efforts to glorify the jie fu (chaste women ip i f ) . ] 1_ According to the 
Qing’s regulation, jie fu is a woman who lost her husband before 30 years old, 
able to maintain her widowhood while she could also be a dutiful daughter to the 
parents-in-law until over the age of 50. Once the local officials had examined each 
case and approved it, the woman would be publicly honoured by a bian (tablet®.) 
with the emperor’s calligraphy to hang at home or to build a pai fang 
(monumental archway Jj£#F). Additionally, the names of chaste women will be
113placed in the shrines and they will be remembered in memorial ceremony.
Most of the welfare measures that are mentioned in the storyline of the
Jinghua yuan imitate the charitable policies and programmes in the Tang dynasty.
111 Wei Shou Wei shu, 8 vols., vol. 1 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju 1974), juan 9.
112 Mark Elvin, "Female Virtue and the State in China," Past and Present, no. 104 (1984): 
p.111-152.
13 Mann, Precious Records: Women in China's Long Eighteenth Century, p.23.
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The charitable institution such as the Yang ao yuan, Yu nil tang and medical clinics
in the storyline of Jinghua yuan were indeed launched in the Tang dynasty. They 
were called Beitian yangbing fang ( ^  ® ) and were first established by
Empress Wu Zetian during the years 701-704. It was a place to take in people who 
were aged, poor, ill, disabled or orphaned.114
The Song (5k AD 960-1279) dynasty, the following, established dynasty 
continued the Beitian model, Futian yuan (#i F*L) was founded to take in 
destitute in the Northern Song (Jb^. AD 960-1127) period. By the time of the 
Southern Song (&5k ADI 127-1279) dynasty, the measures of the charitable 
institutions became more mature. The regime instituted several organizations such 
as, Juyang yuan which was a place to help the destitute settle down and
Anji fang (■$■$•$£), a medical clinic. Juzi cang was a place that adopted
abandoned infants while Ciyou jii J£j) was an orphanage. A significant 
charity development was Louze yuan which was established by Emperor
Song Huizong in the year 1104 with the aim of providing burial services
for the poor.115
114 Wang Weiping "Tang Song shiqi cishan shiye gaishuo ^
Shixueyuekan, no. 3 (2003): p.96.
115 Ibid.: pp.97-102.
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The Qing administration succeeded the charitable institutions from the
previous dynasties and Yangji yuan was intended to take care of the
destitute and handicapped people. Yuying tang ( I f w a s  meant to adopt 
abandoned infants. Louze yuan retained the same function as when it was founded 
in the Song dynasty. 116 On top of these charitable institutions as mentioned above, 
Qiliu suo and Gongyi ju  were distinctive in the Qing’s charity
programmes. The vagrants were the most inclined to revolt during the Qing 
dynasty. Thus, the Qiliu suo and Gongyi ju  were established to take vagrants in. 
The main service of the Qiliu suo was to take care of the vagrants’ daily 
necessities and needs. Living, burial allowances and medical support were to be 
provided to them. Gongyi ju was later founded in the Guangxu period,
where it was mainly focussed on the vagrants’ technical skill training for the
117vagrants.
An example for a woman who had received the welfare after Empress Wu’s 
imperial edicts have been announced in the storyline of the Jinghua yuan is as 
follows,
116 Wang Weiping Huang Hongshan and Kang Liyao MM.M,  "Qingdai shehui
baozhang zhengce yanjiu fir f t & i t X u z h o u  shifan daxue xuebao 31, no. 4 (2005):
-82.
pp.80-82.
117 Ibid.: pp.81
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“Unfortunately, Mistress Lu was not well. She had caught a chill after
childbirth, and suffered great loss of blood. Fortunately, the county official
was in the act of carrying out the Empress’s orders to set up clinics for
women, and a renowned physician gave her two doses of medicine, so she
118was on her way to recovery (chapter 42).”
Also in chapter 57, the story states,
“On the occasion of her [Empress Wu] seventieth birthday, she proclaimed 
an amnesty and reduced taxes, and issued twelve edicts for the welfare of 
women. Because of this, the suffering of many people lessened, and the 
atmosphere of relief turned into a benevolence which was carried to 
heaven and resulted in this strange light (chapter 57).”119
It is rare and commendable to have the twelve imperial edicts focussing on 
women, and the edicts raised several issues about women’s welfare that had been 
neglected in Chinese society. At this point, Li Ruzhen has displayed the 
importance, and given his support to formulating welfare programmes for women.
The imperial edicts of Empress Wu have also demonstrated significant amount 
Confucian values. Most of them followed the old traditional rituals. It shows that
118 Li, Flowers in the Mirror, p. 138.
119 Ibid., p.202.
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the Li j i  had a great influence in Chinese society and on people’s minds. It became
the norm of people’s social behaviours. This also demonstrates that Li Ruzhen 
was a perhaps Confticianist at heart.
Li Ruzhen used his imagination to create these edicts to express his ideology. 
Even though the charitable institutions had been set up during the Tang dynasty, it 
is clear that Li Ruzhen observed the transformation of the public welfare measures 
over the previous dynasties from the contents of the imperial edicts which he had 
concocted in Jinghua yuan.
Most likely with the observations and analysis that he had made, Li Ruzhen 
modified the welfare programmes alongside his ideology. Perhaps these imagined 
programmes were also coming from the dissatisfaction with reality where he felt 
that people in his time generally neglected women’s needs when practicing the 
traditional rituals. Li Ruzhen probably wanted to raise awareness and show 
concern and highlight the plight of women especially in his time.
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Discussion: Chinese women in power: just flowers in a mirror?
In Jinghua yuan, Baihua xianzi, The Queen Mother of the West, the “King” of 
the Kingdom of Woman and Empress Wu Zetian are noteworthy women with 
power. Each of them in the storyline has distinctive power.
Role of Xiwang mu (Queen Mother of the West)
Xiwang mu, the Queen Mother of the West, is the most notable and supreme 
figure among the Taoist goddesses. In Jinghua yuan, the character of the Queen 
Mother of the West is described with a delicate touch and she only appears in the 
first two chapters. The storyline begins with the birthday celebration of the Queen 
Mother of the West on the third day of the third month. Numerous gods and 
goddesses get-together to express goodwill and well-wishes to the Queen Mother 
of the West. This indicates that the well respected status of the Queen Mother of 
the West and her birthday is also valued highly by other gods and goddesses.
During the Queen Mother of the West’s birthday celebration, Chang-er (Lady 
of the Moon 4^4$,) made a suggestion to Bainiao xian (Spirit of a Hundred Birds 
If and Baishou xian (Spirit of a Hundred Animals W fAfb) to permit birds to 
sing and animals to dance to celebrate and also entertain the Queen Mother of the
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West so as to make the birthday celebration more mirthful. The Spirit of a
Hundred Birds and the Spirit of a Hundred Animals beg to be excused as they 
were afraid that the singing of the birds would be unpleasant to listen. Dancing of 
the animals would not be watchable as they are reckless. Hence, their 
inappropriate performances might offend the Queen Mother of the West. However, 
the Queen Mother of the West responses to their statement and said, “What is the 
problem with having fun only once in a while? (chapter one).”
Historical Background o f the Queen Mother o f the West
The Queen Mother of the West is considered as a high-rank figure since 
ancient time. The earliest finding which is most likely linked to the Queen Mother 
of the West is on the oracle bone from the Shang dynasty (1766-1122 BC). The 
oracle bone recites, “Crack-making on IX.9 day; we divined: if we make offering 
to the Eastern Mother and Western Mother, there will be approval.”120
In the Zhou dynasty (1122-221 BC), the Queen Mother of the West appears in 
several Chinese classics. Zhuangzi ( -f-) provides the foremost reliable 
indication of the existence of the Queen Mother of the West. She was placed on
120 Suzanne E. Cahill, Transcendence and Divine Passion: The Queen Mother o f  the West in 
Medieval China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), p.12.
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par with other ancient mythical emperors with celestial power and immortality
that were given by the Way (Taoii). Other books such as Xunzi (1q j?-) describes
121the Queen Mother of the West as the teacher of the legendary Emperor Yü (it,).
In Shanhai jing  (The Classic o f Mountains and Seasdi the Queen Mother of 
the West is described with a human figure with a tail of a leopard and teeth of a 
tiger, likes to roar, and is with dishevelled hair. It is said that the Queen Mother of 
the West at this time live in the cave of Mount Kunlun ( Uj ) m
In the Han dynasty (206BC-AD220), the Queen Mother of the West becomes 
recognized as a deity with power over the balance of constellations and the 
destiny of mankind. Later, the character of the Queen Mother of the West develop 
into a female figure deity with power to rule the immortals, and also with power 
to heal, to provide shield, and immortality to the worshipper.123 Until the Six 
Dynasties period, Shangqing (Highest C l a r i t y T a o i s m  praise and worship the 
Queen Mother of the West highly and placed her with the highest rank of the 
female deities. In Taoist ideology, women were represented as with the cosmic 
power of yin (1%). Hence, the Queen Mother of the West represents the cosmic yin
while her counterpart, the Lord King of the East (Dongwang g o n g ^ JL ^ ) also
121 Ibid., p.14.
122 Ma Shutian ,S ^  ffl, Zhongguo dao jiao zhu shen (Beijing: Tuanjie chubian she, 1996), 
pp.52-54.
"3 Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, pp.25-28.
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known as Jade Deity (Yudi .£ # ) ,  represents the cosmic yang (I^ ) . 124 Since 
Shangqing Taoism was preferred by the emperors and educated people from the 
Six Dynasties to Song dynasty, the Queen Mother of the West maintained her 
status as a major and top female deity in paintings, writings, and Taoist and
125imperial records.
In the Ming and Qing dynasty, the image of the Queen Mother of the West was 
connected to Buddhist goddesses. After the Qing regime tried to coordinate the 
learning of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism together, the representation of 
the Queen Mother of the West became a combination of these three beliefs as she 
becomes a joint for moral actions and community spirit together with the pursuit
125
of nirvana and the attainment of health and immortality.
Apart from her mythological character, the Queen Mother of the West met 
with the ancient legendary sage kings -  the Yellow Thearch, Shun ( ^ ) ,  and Yii in 
medieval China. The Shangqing Taoism claimed that the Queen Mother of the 
West was the teacher of the Yellow Thearch. A few texts record the meeting
1-4 Kohn, Daoism and Chinese Culture, p.65.
123 Shangqing Taoism was raised to fight with non-native Buddhism. The main destination for its 
supporters is to become an “immortal realized person.” Cahill, Transcendence and Divine Passion: 
The Queen Mother o f the West in Medieval China, p.33.
126 Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, pp.42-43.
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between the Queen Mother of the West and Shun and also with Yu. Zhushu jinian
#§£#-) records the Queen Mother of the West appearing in Shun’s court at 
the ninth year of his reign127, and both the Da Dai li ji  t t )  and the D wang
shi ji  ('fci-ÜHd) records the Queen Mother of the West paying tribute to Shun. 
Furthermore, Xunzi mentions that Yu learned with the Queen Mother of the 
West.128
Besides ancient legendary sage kings, the journey of King Mu of Zhou #  
J£) visited the Queen Mother of the West in Mount Kunlun which is recorded in 
Liezi m Perhaps the more famous story is the formal banquet meeting 
between the Han Emperor Wudi and the Queen Mother of the West on
the seventh day of the seventh month in Han Wudi neizhuan 1*3 ilf-), which
describes the emperor being given directions and advices from the Queen Mother 
of the West for practising Dao and also his personal development.129 Additionally, 
according to Maoshan zhi (%ib &), Mao ying who was one of the founder
of Shangqing Taoism or sometimes called the Maoshan Jj ), was visited by the
Queen Mother of the West and many paranormal powers and titles were given by
her. After Mao ying and his other two younger brothers’ death, their followers
127 Zhu shu j i  nian, (Shanghai: Zhonghua shu ju, 1927), juan shang.
128 Cahill, Transcendence and Divine Passion: The Queen Mother of the West in Medieval China,
ffi-43' 57-
“ Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, pp.29-32.
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worship them and address them as Sanmao zhenjun (J l %
Consequently, the role of the Queen Mother of the West has transformed over 
time. Nonetheless, she still remains as the main female deity in Taoism who is 
believed to be the giver of blessing, safeguard and immortality in Chinese society. 
Because of the unique top female goddess position of the Queen Mother of the 
West in Taoism, the Queen Mother of the West is a symbol of a woman with 
power. The Queen Mother of the West exercises her power in Jinghua yuan. In the 
narrative, she overruled other fairies’ opinions and instructed the performance to 
carry on. Not only has she influenced the mindset of other fairies, but other fairies 
also abide by the intention of the Queen Mother of the West.
As previously mentioned, the high rank of the Queen Mother of the West was 
established after the Shangqing Taoism greatly honours her and put her as the 
leader of all immortal goddesses in Taoism. Thus, many Taoist immortality 
seekers worship her and became her followers. The “leader” and “follower” 
relationship has formed with goddess and also with her followers. In this part of 
the storyline, the power source of the Queen Mother of the West is clearly from
130 Cahill, Transcendence and Divine Passion: The Queen Mother of the West in Medieval China, 
pp.57-58, Ma Shutian Zhongguo dao jiao zhu shen, pp.218-221.
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her position. As the position is higher, the possibility of influencing others is 
larger too. For this reason, leadership and power are correlated as Lussier and
Achua state that “without power, there is no leadership.” 1
As the story continue, the Queen Mother of the West showed her disagreement 
with the Spirit of the Hundred Birds and the Spirit of the Hundred Animals with 
regards to the performance of the birds singing and animals dancing. In fact, she 
displayed her enthusiasm to see birds sing and animals dance during her birthday 
celebration. After the Spirit of the Hundred Birds and the Spirit of the Hundred 
Animals heard the response from the Queen Mother of the West, they quickly 
ordered their vassals to perform for her.
Here, legitimacy power has been exercised by the Queen Mother of the West 
in Jinghua yuan. This power is generally based on the power holder’s position, as 
well as an individual or groups that consider the power holder to have the 
entitlement to instruct others and the compulsion to conform is obligatory. At this 
point, the Queen Mother of the West has shown her legitimacy power and 
influence on other fairies so that the event can continue and is according to her
131 Robert N. Lussier and Christopher F. Achua, Leadership: Theroy, Application, Skill 
Development (Mason: Thomson South-Western, 2004), pp.40, 102-103.
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wish.
In chapter two, the Queen Mother comments on the argument between the 
Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and the Lady of the Moon, “the moral attainments of 
this young lady [Fairy of a Hundred Flowers] are too shallow. So that she only 
thinks about small matters without considering the consequence, and caused 
arguments and grudges with others. Doesn’t she know that there are many cause 
and effect in the future that will all begin from here? ... This is also the fate of the 
flower fairies. That cannot be questioned!” As Despeux and Kohn point out that 
the Queen Mother is also “the controller of fate”132. At this juncture, the Queen 
Mother has already decided the fate of all the flower fairies without much 
elaboration.
This is another indication showing that the Queen Mother made use of her 
legitimacy power to dictate the fate of others. Alternatively, the Fairy of a 
Hundred Flowers mentions in chapter two that “ ... I shall willingly go to earth to 
suffer transmigration in the rimless ocean of births and deaths.” 133 It is a 
prohibition for a fairy to stir emotionally about the earthly world. Most likely the
l3‘ Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, p.29. 
133 Li, Flowers in the Mirror, p.22.
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coercive power is used by the Queen Mother of the West as the Fairy of a 
Hundred Flowers transmigration to earth later is the narrative as a punishment.
In addition, the reward power has also been employed by the Queen Mother. 
Under the Taoist divine world, the Queen Mother of the West is considered as the 
head of the female deity among other goddesses and immortals. In the narrative, 
the Queen Mother of the West bestows peaches to all the immortals during her 
birthday celebration (chapter one). Since the Tang dynasty, peaches and the Queen 
Mother are often appeared together in poems. Afterwards, the peach even became 
the Queen Mother’s symbol and it represents longevity which is corresponded to 
the immortality power of the Queen Mother of the West.134
The peaches of the Queen Mother of the West grow on Mount Kunlun and the 
fruit only become fully mature once in three thousand years. It is believed that 
these are peaches of immortality, which will enhance one’s entrance to the 
celestial sphere. 133 The birthday party of the Queen Mother of the West is 
commonly known as the “peach banquet” (pan tao sheng In
Jinghua yuan, the Queen Mother of the West presented her peaches of immortality
134 Cahill, Transcendence and Divine Passion: The Queen Mother o f  the West in Medieval China, 
p.177.
33 Despeux and Kohn, Women in Daoism, p.29.
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to those immortals that came to her birthday party, this has displayed the Queen
Mother of the West’s reward power as the peach is considered as a benefit to the 
Taoist moral practicings of these immortals.
Even though the Queen Mother of the West was a minor character in Jinghua
yuan, she indeed represents a female leader with power. The Queen Mother of the
West has been worshiped by many Taoism followers and even had a connection
with a Buddhist-inspired goddess Eternal Mother (Wusheng laomuJk^ :£ # )  in
the development of religion in the Ming and Qing dynasties. As a result, the image
of the Queen Mother of the West has extended to a combination of Confucianism,
Buddhism, and Taoism ideology, as she became a exemplary person for her
virtues, immortality, health and live in western nirvana. 136 The Queen Mother of
the West was described as a reticent with wisdom goddess by Li Ruzhen. As the
great cosmic power she retains, the Queen Mother of West is able to see the
destiny that others cannot see. In the birthday banquet, the Queen Mother of the
West acted like a spectator when the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and the Lady of
the Moon got into an argument. When the Lady of the Moon request the Fairy of a
Hundred Flowers to let all the flowers bloom at the same time, the Fairy of a
Hundred Flowers upheld the Jade Deity’s principles and made it clear to every 
136 Ibid., pp.42-43.
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immortal in the banquet that without the Jade Deity’s permission, flowers are not
going to bloom at the same time. At that time, the Queen Mother of the West did 
not make any comment about it whereas previously, she agreed and commanded 
the birds and animals to perform singing and dancing during the banquet.
From here, Li Ruzhen has shown that all the immortals still operates with a
hierarchical structure. The Jade Deity is the highest deity in Heaven and he is
responsible for all the matters of both earth and Heaven. Thus, the Queen Mother
of the West is considered as a subordinate of the Jade Deity. Although the Queen
Mother of the West is regarded as the highest female goddess whiles her
counterpart -  Jade Deity is the uppermost male god. Thus, the female is still
playing a subordinate role as the male holds the ultimate top leadership position.
Most probably, the mindset of males are being more capable than females has
been deep-rooted in Chinese thinking. In Liezi (?']-?-), the chapter of Tianrui
*&) mentions “Men and women are different. Men are superior while women are
inferior. Therefore, men are more valued. (% # ) ” 137
The Liezi is an important Taoism philosophy text which was written by Lie Yukou
who was a Hundred Schools of Thought philosopher around the fifth
century BC. As a result, people already had this type of approach about the 
137 Zhang Zhan Liezi (Beijing: Wen xue gu ji kan xing she, 1956), p.9.
79
positional relationship between men and women since ancient time. Perhaps,
when the Taoist religion evolved over the years, the mindset has been continuing 
on so that the ultimate leadership position is still held by the male deity.
Role of Empress Wu Zetian
Wu Zetian as a historical figure
Empress Wu Zetian is a distinctive individual who has taken up an important 
place in Chinese history. Empress Wu is the one and only female ruler in imperial 
China and her status and achievement in Chinese history are still widely 
deliberated among both traditional and modem historians.
Wu Zetian had held political power for almost fifty years. She started to govern 
political affairs with Tang Gaozong ( 4 f  ftj % ) from the year 664 onwards and this
138was known as the period of the “two sages.” (er sheng— '^ L) Wu Zetian
continued to hold the long sovereign partnership with Gaozong until his death in
the year 683. After Gaozong’s death, Emperor Zhongzong %) and Emperor
Ruizong ( ^ % )  had been on the throne respectively, however, Wu Zetian who was
138 Liu Xu Jiu Tang shu, 17 vols., vol. 1 (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), juan 6, p .l 15, 
Ouyang Xiu and Song Qi fc*p,Xin Tang shu 20 vols., vol. 11 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1975), juan 4, p.81, Sima Guang sj fc, Zizhi tongjian 10 vols., vol. 7 (Beijing: Guji chuban she, 
1956), juan 201, p.6343.
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Empress Dowager that time, was the one who held real power behind the scenes. 
Subsequently, Wu Zetian declared her own dynasty Zhou and officially ascended 
the throne in the year 690. She then became the first female emperor in imperial 
Chinese history.139
The empire that was under her reign was considered to have reached its zenith 
and had also consolidated the foundation for the Tang dynasty. The Tang dynasty 
became more established and unified as an empire and was also more 
economically and culturally developed than before her tenure of administration. It 
is often believed that Empress Wu laid the foundation for another famous golden 
era in Chinese history which was under the reign of her grandson, Emperor Tang 
Xuanzong %)■140
ROAD TO THE THRONE
Empress Wu came from a traditional scholar official family, and was 
summoned to the imperial court by Emperor Taizong at the age of
fourteen. There was not much evidence in regard as to how Wu was selected 
except for a particular rendition which states that Taizong heard about Wu’s
139 C.P. Fitzgerald, The Empress Wu (Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1955), pp.113-128.
140 Ibid., pp. 197-198.
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beauty, in the standard historiography. 141 However, Guisso makes a claim that one
of Wu’s cousins was Taizong’s favourite concubine and most probably that Wu’s 
cousin has lent a hand to have Wu selected.14- Wu was conferred as a low-ranking 
concubine (cai ren; Fifth grade of Concubine A ) 143 and her duties were to serve 
in the imperial wardrobe. That is how Wu came into contact with the crown prince, 
Gaozong, especially when Gaozong moved his living quarters next to Taizong’s. It 
is rumoured that Gaozong and Wu have been associated inappropriately during 
Taizong’s time144, moreover, this kind of intimate relationship will prove to be 
beneficial for Wu’s status in the Tang dynasty.
After Taizong’s death, it is tradition to retire all of Taizong’s consorts to a 
Buddhist nunnery and for those consorts to remain as nuns for the rest of their 
lives. However, Wu was successful in returning to the palace again by the 
summons of Gaozong with Empress Wang’s support, and then he conferred upon 
her the second grade of concubine (Zhaoyi H§^). Initially, the childless Empress
Wang wanted to exploit Wu to replace Gaozong’s affections to one of his
141 After Wu entered the palace, Taizong bestowed her name as mei which means charming. 
Liu Xu |'J tf], Jiu Tang shu, juan 6, p. 115, Ouyang Xiu Sk FI and Song Qi 5R , Xin Tang shu 
juan 76, p.3474.
I4' R.W.L. Guisso, Wu Tse-T'ien and the Politics of Legitimation in Tang China (Bellingham: 
Western Washington University, 1978), pp.16, 211 note 259.
143 Sima Guang s] % 4t, Zizhi tongjian juan 199, p.6284.
144 Denis Twitchett and Howard J. Wechsler, Kao-tsung (reign 649-83) and the empress Wu: the 
inheritor and the usurper, ed. Denis Twitchett, 15 vols., vol. 3, The Cambridge History of China 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), p.246.
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favourite concubines -  Xiao Shufei (Ijb^-fc), who had borne him a son and was a
rival of the empress. However, it is beyond Empress Wang’s expectation that Wu 
later became superior to and more capable than her rival, Xiao Shufei.
Wu constantly increased her influence on Gaozong over time, and she used 
political manoeuvres to oversee Empress Wang and Xiao Shufei’s every 
movement. She is even said to have smothered her own new-born daughter145 and 
conveniently put the blame on Empress Wang. After this incident, Gaozong 
started to have thoughts about demoting the Empress.146 In the year 655, Empress 
Wang and Xiao Shufei were accused of poisoning the emperor. Consequently, 
both of them were demoted to the status of common people, also all ranks and 
titles of their family members were removed, and they were exiled to the southern 
province of Lingnan In the same year, Wu was officially enthroned as
Empress.147
After she became the Empress, she exercised her power to eradicate her rivals
and to promote her supporters. Empress Wu’s status became more solidly secured
143 This incident has recorded in both Xin Tang shu and Zizhi tongjian. However, not in the Jiu 
Tang shu.
140 OuyangXiu Flff- andSongQi 9 ^ ^ ,Xin Tang shu]uanl6 , pp.3474-3475, SimaGuang 
4  ik, Zizhi tongjian juan 199, pp.6286-6287.
147 Liu Xu Jiu Tang shu, juan 6, p.l 15, Ouyang Xiu ik M fe  andSongQi £  4p, Xin Tang 
shu juan 4, p.81, Sima Guang €\ % fc , Zizhi tongjian juan 200, p.6293-6294.
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when Gaozong appeared to have suffered from a paralytic stroke which caused 
him dizziness and poor eye sight. Thus, Gaozong assigned his duties, such as 
reading memorials and state papers, to Empress Wu. With her sagacious and 
penetrating administration skills, “by the end of 660, the empress Wu was ruler of 
the empire in fact [and] not in name.” 148 In the year 674, Empress Wu 
promulgated twelve reforms with Gaozong’s approval and Twitchett and Wechsler 
make a claim that these reforms were “calculated to win favour from the officials 
and the taxpayers. In addition they showed signs of the empress’s interest in 
improving the standing of women, and of the emperor’s own devotion to 
Taoism.”149
Empress Wu was in administrative partnership with Gaozong for more than 
twenty years and after Gaozong’s death in 683, she became the Empress Dowager 
and Gaozong bestowed on her the power to act as a regent.150 She deposed her 
son -  Zhongzong, two months later with a charge with the intention of commiting 
treason and put another son -  Ruizong, on the throne instead. Guisso suggested 
that Empress Wu’s decision on usurpation was closely linked to the traditional
148 Sima Guang % 4L, Zizhi tongjian juan 200, p.6322, Twitchett and Wechsler, Kao-tsung 
(reign 649-83) and the empress Wu: the inheritor and the usurper, p.255.
149 Twitchett and Wechsler, Kao-tsung (reign 649-83) and the empress Wu: the inheritor and the 
usurper, pp.268-269.
150 Ibid., p.273.
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omen of bao tu (^ 8 1 ) in 688,151 and then she started to plan the road to
usurpation. In the year 690, she founded her own dynasty -  Zhou AD 690-705) 
and this subsequently made Empress Wu the first woman emperor of China.
USE OF BUDDHISM
Daoism and Confucianism had been the first two important fundamental 
doctrines for the Tang since the first three emperors and Buddhism had always 
been considered as a foreign belief. However, during Empress Wu’s reign, she 
showed her enthusiasm towards Buddhism, since she came from a Buddhist
152family, with the influence from her own mother who was a devout Buddhist. It 
appears that Empress Wu sought assurance from Buddhism to legitimise and 
justify her position since Confucian custom is opposed to a woman sovereign. As 
a result, Empress Wu encouraged the Buddhist establishment with great resources 
contributed to such causes during her reign.153
151 The bao-tu was a white stone with the writings -  “A Sage Mother shall come to mankind and
entemally prosperous shall be her imperium.” (sheng mu lin ren, yung chang di yei; S? El /v , 
&  % -fc 3 0  However, it was later discovered that this bao-tu was made up by Empress Wu’s 
nephew Wu Chengsi #c. ¥1) Guisso, Wu Tse-T'ien and the Politics o f Legitimation in Tang 
China, p.65, Liu Xu #]J$, Jiu Tang shu, juan 6, p. 118, Sima Guang Zizhi tongjian
juan204, p.6448.
152 Kenneth Kuan Sheng Ch'en, Buddhism in China: a historical survey (New York: Princeton 
University Press, 1964), p.220.
153 Denis Twitchett and Arthur F. Wright, "Introduction," in Prespectives on the T'ang, ed. Denis 
Twitchett and Arthur F.Wright (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), P.20, Stanley Weinstein, 
"Imperial Patronage in the Formation of T'ang Buddhism," in Perspectives on the T'ang, ed. Arthur 
F. Wright and Denis Twitchett (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), pp.265, 299.
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PIONEERING REFORMS ON THE XAMINATION SYSTEM
A significant reform during the empress’ reign was to employ the examination 
system to recruit talents with great exertion. In 689, she established the imperial 
examination (dian shi fikiK) for the candidates where they would be examined 
and questioned by the ruler. As a result, this gave the socially lower class an 
opportunity to advance their social and economic mobility. The ratio for prime 
ministers (zai xiang ^ fg )  who achieved quasi-doctoral degree (jing shi illdr) 
had increased progressively. 7% under Gaozu, 23% under Taizong, 35% under 
Gaozong, and the ratio reached 40% under Empress Wu. She also initiated the 
military imperial examination (wu ke ju  j^jp}-^) to employ military officers.154 
Ever since Empress Wu had an authority to control the imperial court (AD 
660-705), the imperial examination system has played a major role for recruiting 
professional bureaucrats in politics.153 These pioneering reforms emphasised her 
tenacity in searching for talents who were qualified for the tasks ahead of them.
The Portrayal ofWu Zetian in Jinghua yuan 
Jinghua yuan is set in the period of the Tang dynasty. Empress Wu is the central
134 Richard W.L. Guisso, "The reigns of the empress Wu, Chung-tsung and Jui-tsung (684-712)," 
in The Cambridge History o f China, ed. Denis Twitchett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976), pp.329-330.
155 Denis Twitchett, "The Composition of the T'ang Ruling Class: New Evidence from Tunhuang," 
in Perspectives on the T'ang, ed. Arthur F.Wright and Denis Twitchett (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1973), p.64.
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historical figure in the story with a celestial origin, and Wu is portrayed as the 
destiny of the spirit of the Heart-moon Fox (xinyue hu ft # 0  incarnate to 
confound the Tang regime in order to resolve the resentment between the House 
of Sui (F|) and the House of Tang (ß£).
BIRTH
The story begins with Emperor Sui Yangdi (F f^ ^ r)  putting his case against the 
House of Tang before the spirits and demanding justice in the world of the dead. 
Emperor Yang claimed that the Emperors Tang Taizu (JifivSB-)156 and Tang 
Taizong usurped the throne of Sui by mass killing and pillaging.
Moreover, both of them were originally ministers in the Sui dynasty.
As a result, the Jade Emperor from heaven decided that an evil spirit should be 
assigned to descend to earth so that the feud between the house of Tang and Sui 
could be settled. Hence, the Spirit of the Heart-moon Fox was ordered to be bom 
on earth. The fox spirit in Chinese tales usually describes an immoral woman who 
disrupts human life, eventually, in the story, the fox spirit became a “female 
emperor” of the human realm to disrupt the balance of Yin and Yang (cuo luan yin
130 The actual founder of the Tang dynasty is Tang Gaozu (J$ t if} fi. AD 566-635). The author made 
a mistake in the novel.
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yang ££$11^1%, chapter three).
CHARACTER
A Fox spirit descent
Li Ruzhen described Empress Wu as having a fox spirit origin. Fox spirits 
regularly appear as supernatural creatures in Chinese novels. Authors 
demonstrated fascination with the fox over the years. The two zeniths of prevalent 
usage of foxes in the narrative of Chinese literature are during the Tang and the 
Qing dynasties. The fox spirits in literature of the Qing, however, outnumber the 
Tang.157 Consequently, the literature regarding fox spirits in the Qing dynasty 
shows more variety in terms of the characteristics of the fox spirits.
The common attributes of a fox spirit were seductiveness, lustful nature and 
cunning and shrewdness in women. According to Huntington, the connection 
between the fox and sex in brief is summarized by a single word, mei (i®), which 
means seduce or bewitch,158 The character of Wu Zetian is portrayed as a 
“Heart-moon fox”. Perhaps coincidentally, Wu Zetian’s name -  Wu Mei (j^ # I)159,
which was bestowed by the Emperor Taizong, bears the same Chinese character
157 Rania Huntington, Alien Kind: Foxes and Late Imperial Chinese Narrative (Cambridge 
(Massachusetts): Harvard University Press, 2003), p.4.
158 Ibid., p.172.
159 OuyangXiu B f c f a n d  Song Qi Xin Tangshu ')\xm 76, p.3474.
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mei which also means seductive in appearance. Furthermore, the Tang writer, Luo
Binwang f  _£), matched the Empress Wu to the fox spirit (hu meitk-kJH) in an 
essay as well. 160 Huntington identifies that “the fox identity is used to explain the 
destructiveness of certain historical women.” 161 Apparently, the author insinuated 
similar characteristics between her and a fox spirit by looking at how Empress Wu 
had executed the takeover of the Tang Empire with her own force. Also he tried to 
underpin the character’s liberal sexual attitude by describing her to be a fox-spirit 
reincarnate162.
MORALITY
Empress Wu is portrayed as a brutal and arbitrary person who enjoys hegemony. 
At first, she ill-treated the Tangs offspring and even her own son (chapter three). 
Then, she relied on an ancient saying, “Hundreds of spirits from the heaven come 
to help the holy Son of Heaven dL^L-plf #)”, and ordered all flowers to 
bloom at once (chapter four). Furthermore, she worked in imperial court with 
male ministers. In traditional Chinese society, the lifestyle of men and women 
should be separated and different. Most traditional rituals were recorded in the
160 Liu Xu f '] 9 n j ,  Jiu Tang shu, p.2490. The title of this essay is “Wei Xu Jingye tao Wu Zhao xi
161 Huntington, Alien Kind: Foxes and Late Imperial Chinese Narrative, p.194.
162 Maram Epstein, "Engendering Order: Structure, Gender, and Meaning in the Qing Novel 
Jinghua yuan," Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR) 18 (December 1996):
p.120.
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Book o f Rites (Li j i& it) .  It is a book that gives many details concerning the rites
and rituals of daily life since the ancient period. In the chapter of Qu li it
stated that it was prohibited for men and women to sit together and had any form
of contacts etc. .........T ^ f t ) 163. The storyline implied that the
empress did not abide by the rituals, and that this did not influence her interaction 
with men, even though many conservatives disagreed with her behaviours 
(chapter seven), many detractors have also called her a “wicked woman (e fu  ,% 
)” (chapter 57).
APPRECIATED TALENTS
Empress Wu valued on. talents highly in the story as well as in reality. It is well 
known that the Empress showed exceptional affection to Shangguan Waner (_L 
$i$L) who was talented and learned in literature ever since young, particularly in 
poetry writings (chapter six). There was once when Shangguan was disobedient to 
her order, however, Wu treasured Shangguan’s talent too much, and was thus 
unwilling to execute her. Later on, Shangguan even assisted the Empress in the 
day-to-day running of the empire164. Moreover, Empress Wu was fond of the
163 Wang Mengou Li j i  xuan zhu (Taipei: Zheng zhong shuju, 1968), p.13.
104 Shangguan Waner (_t TtfitL )  was the granddaughter o f Shangguan Yi (_t f  Hk), who was the 
prime minister (zai xiang ^ fg )  of Tang Gaozong. Shangguan Yi was killed by Empress Wu 
because he suggested to Gaozong to demote her position as the empress. Ever since then, 
Shangguan Waner became a servant in the inner imperial court. However, Empress Wu found out
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masterwork of Xuan ji  tu (3$LJ8UU) which was written in the period of Former Qin
(Qian Q in ^ i^ A D 350-394) by a woman -  Su Hui (££.&)• She embroidered all 
the poetries she has written on brocade with five different colours and rearranged 
them into a palindrome. This palindrome comprises of 481 words163 and more 
than 200 poems were included. The Empress, astonished with her extraordinary 
talent in writing, and as a woman therefore wrote a preface with regards to this 
masterpiece of palindrome (chapter 41).166 In addition, in the story, Yin Ruohua 
(P i^ fb )  who is the “crown prince” of the Women Kingdom (Niier guo-^cSt^) ~ 
who also received the first class award “nii boshi (-£:# dr female scholar)” in the 
imperial exam -  was said to have been reluctantly allowed to return to the Women 
Kingdom because Wu adored Yin’s outstanding intellect (chapter 68).
CONCERN FOR WOMEN
The proclamation of the twelve decrees has shown Empress Wu’s concern for
women’s welfare, especially to the elderly, ill, poor, and the orphaned. The
empress established yang ao yuan (home for the aged women 4Mäfö) and yu nü
Shangguan Waner’s talent when she was only 14 of age, and since then she became one of her 
favourite. Wu let her be in charge of imperial mandate (gao ming after the empress usurped 
the throne. Liu Xu Jiu Tang shu, 17 vols., vol. 7 (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), juan 51, 
pp.2175-2176, Ouyang Xiu and Song Qi Tang shu juan 76, p.3488-3489.
165 Originally Xuan j i  tu comprises o f 480 words. It is said that the character, xin (-o), right in the 
centre of the palindrome was added by later generations.
166 The title o f the preface is “Zhi jin  hui wen j i  UHXftL” Dong Gao Qin ding quan
Tang wen, 20 vols., vol. 3 (Taipei: Hualian chuban she, 1965), juan 97, p. 1257-1258.
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tang (young girls’ childcare centres "If-je it:) in every county (chapter 40). Those
places provided care for those women who were poor, disabled or were unable to 
be self-sufficient for their daily living. It also provided financial support for those 
who were over twenty and unable to get a marriage arrangement due to poverty. 
Moreover, medicine was also provided for and burial ceremonies were also 
provided to support the poor. As a result, this initiative saved numerous lives and 
helped innumerable civilians who were in suffering (chapter 57).
POLITICAL ACHIEVEMENTS
In Jinghua yuan, the most significant achievement would be the establishment 
of the Women Imperial examinations. Empress Wu constantly admired and 
enjoyed Shangguan Waner’s performance at poetry competition with other 
ministers (chapter five). Hence, she launched the Women Imperial examinations 
to give young and capable girls the prospect to serve the empire. The girls must be 
under sixteen of age, healthy and with a respectable family background in order to 
qualify as the examination candidates (chapter 42).167 This was a pioneering work 
of Empress Wu and she continued to hold the Women Imperial examinations even 
after she stepped down from the throne and handed the authority back to her son
167 Dora Shu-Fang Dien, Empress Wu Zetian in Fiction and in History: Female Defiance in 
Confucian China (New York: Nova Science Publishers, Inc., 2003), p.19.
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(chapter 100).
A point worth noting at this juncture would be the social welfare system to 
protect women. Empress Wu started to develop charitable institution -  Beitian 
yangbingfang during the years of Changan (-p ^A D  701-704).168
It is a type of almshouse (bing fang and was founded by Buddhist temples
initially to help the needy.169 Empress Wu appointed envoys -  beitian shi ( ^  ® $L) 
to supervise the almshouse and make it as the social welfare measure for the 
empire. However, the actual routine administrative matters were still managed by 
the Buddhist temples.10 Weinstein claims that “although we find frequent 
references after the sixth century to monks and devout laymen who looked after 
the sick, the poor, the orphaned, and the aged on a private basis, the almshouse as 
a public institution seems to have emerged only in the last years of the reign of the 
strongly pro-Buddhist Empress Wu, who provided government funds of their 
support.”171
168 Wang Pu JL #, Tanghuiyao 3vols., vol. 2 (Taipei: Shijie shuju, 1960), juan 49, p.862-863.
169 Li Fang Tai ping guan ji ,  10 vols., vol. 2 (Beijng: Zhonghua shuju, 1961), juan 95, 
p.633-634.
170 Ning Zhixin ^  "Tang zhao shizhi ruogan wenti yanjiu Lishi
yanjiu, no. 2 (1999): pp.56,58, Zhang Zhiyun "Tang dai bei tian yangbing fang chu tan
® Qinghai Social Science no. 2 (2005): p.107.
1 1 Stanley Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 
p.131.
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The name, beitian, was from a Buddhist term which means compassion field.
In Buddhism, the concept of beitian is helping the destitute, needy and also the 
animals. 172 According to Michihata Ryoshu, Beitian yangbingfang includes three 
divisions which were beitian yuan ® P£), liaobing yuan P*L), and shiyao 
yuan (;$fe^ lP*L). These divisions are practically similar to free accommodation
1 *77
clinics, old folks’ homes and orphanages in modem day. However, Empress 
Wu set up these charitable institutions more specifically for women in the 
storyline.
In Jinghua yuan, Empress Wu Zetian is an actual historical figure and Li 
Ruzhen portrayed her as the Heart-moon Fox spirit incarnate itself, by the order of 
the Deity -  Jade Emperor. 174 Wu Zetian, who was the mother of Emperor Tang 
Zhongzong £ )  became the Empress Dowager when her son ascended the 
throne. Since the character of Emperor Zhongzong was described as weak willed 
and sensuous in nature but stubborn and quick to anger. 175 Wu Zetian thus 
dethroned Emperor Zhongzong and later usurped the throne from the house of
Tang successfully and became the Empress of the Chinese empire.
I7" Wang Weiping "Tang Song shiqi cishan shiye gaishuo
p.96.
Michihata Ryosho Chugoku Bukkyo to shakai fukushi jigyo  (Kyoto: Hozokan,
1967), pp. 178-179.
174 Jade Emperor ( Yudi is known as the top ruler of Heaven. Kohn, Daoism and Chinese
Culture, p.64.
3 Guisso, Wu Tse-T'ien and the Politics o f Legitimation in Tang China, p.51.
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On the road towards usurpation, Empress Wu gained support from using
Buddhist traditions. Buddhism was preferred by Wu Zetian since her mother was
a religious Buddhist and Buddhism acquired recognition during the Tang dynasty.
Ever since Wu became Empress, many Buddhist temple constructions, Sutras
translations were supported by her. Consequently, Empress Wu employed the
Sutra's prophecy that “this is an instrumental body and not a real woman’s body”
1
and revealed that she is the Buddha’s personification.
Ever since the Han dynasty, Emperor Han Wudi 156-87 BC)
accepted a Confucian scholar’s -  Dong Zhongshu’s 197-104 BC)
suggestions to “eliminate other hundreds schools, Confucianism only” and make 
Confucianism as the official philosophy of the Han regime. Under Confucianism, 
a legitimate ruler is the Son of Heaven and he must follow the Mandate of Heaven 
to uphold stability in society. In order to maintain the orderliness of the world, 
appropriate human behaviours must be carried out since the fundamental 
perception of all Chinese intellectual thoughts believe that the Heaven and man 
are one (dan ren he yi — Because of this concept, Confucians
176 Ibid., pp.66-69.
177 Guo, The Ideal Chinese Political Leader: A Historical and Cultural Perspective, p.8.
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considered the legitimate leader as the Son of Heaven. In the Book o f Documents,
it indicates that a person who “reveres Heaven, puts the interest of the people as 
his priority, rules the nation with morality, and fulfils his duty wisely and with 
sincerity,” is considered as an ultimate leader. 178 Thus, with Wu Zetian as a 
woman, it was difficult for Confiicians to support her legitimacy as the Son of 
Heaven.
In contrast, for all the support she gave to the Buddhist temples over the years, 
the Empress used her referent power and legitimacy power to achieve her 
usurpation. Referent power is built on the personal relationship between the power 
holder and others. In Empress Wu’s case, she secured a close and supportive 
relationship from the Buddhists. Perhaps, the Buddhists believed that there would 
be a constructive and helpful future if they could continue receiving the 
assistances from Empress Wu. Without a doubt, Empress Wu became the regent 
after Emperor Tang Gaozong’s death, and the structure of the regent’s position has 
also given the Empress legitimacy power. Hence, legitimacy power was also 
exercised by Empress Wu as long as the Buddhists recognised her leadership 
position.
178 Ibid., p.9.
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After the Sutra's prophecy was presented, a petition was submitted by officials,
monks, masses, and foreigners to Empress Wu which urged her to establish her 
own dynasty. Afterwards, Empress Wu established the Zhou dynasty and 
Buddhism was officially ranked higher than Taoism since the Empress believed
179that “Buddhism opened the way for changing the Mandate of Heaven.”
In the story, after Empress Wu found her standing as with the Mandate of 
Heaven, she practiced legitimacy power to achieve her goals and administer the 
Chinese Empire. She put down the Rebellion which was led by the Tang 
supporters. In order to keep the capital city of Changan safe, Empress Wu
decided to build four passes outside the Great Wall to prevent potential invaders 
after consulting with her brothers. She also put each one of her brothers who 
possessed “black magic powers” to be in charge of each pass. Consequently, they 
kept away anyone who wished to return the Emperor to the throne (chapter three).
At the beginning of chapter four, Empress Wu is drunk and acts ludicrously.
She demands that all the flowers bloom at the same time to please her. Peony
spirit who was ordered to look after of the cave for the Fairy of a Hundred
Flowers, immediately went out to look for the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers when 
179 Weinstein, Buddhism under the T'ang, p.43.
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she heard about the order from the earthly ruler. Because of this, Empress Wu was
angry with the peony flowers because they did not bloom within the time limit. 
Thus, the Empress threatened to dig all the peonies up, and all the peonies will be 
burnt if they do not bloom. Here, the Coercive power is the influencing tactics for 
the Empress to enforce her order as she put pressures on the peony flowers. 
Eventually, all the peony flowers bloomed (chapter four, five).
On the other hand, even with Empress Wu, as the earthly ruler, the flower 
spirits believed that she possesses the authority and the legitimate power. On top 
of that, these flower spirits felt that they are obliged to obey since the Empress’s 
order was within their “job scope” which means flower blossoming in the 
storyline. Moreover, Empress Wu Zetian announced twelve decrees to reward 
women who are dutiful daughters, chaste, and needy. She also encouraged 
education for women so much so that the imperial examination for women was 
established. Awards will be rewarded for women who achieved top rank during 
the imperial examination. The reward power has been displayed here.
Wu Zetian as a woman was the first and only female ruler in Chinese history. 
Her legitimacy as an “Emperor” of China was divergent. Even though Wu Zetian
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was recorded in the chapter of Benji (;$-&L)180 in both Jiu Tangshu and Xin 
Tangshu which are the official Tang history text. However, Wu Zetian is also 
recorded in the chapter of Houfei (Record of Wives and Concubines of Emperors 
and she was addressed as Empress Wu J%) with disapproving
evaluation in both history texts. Moreover, Empress Wu established the Zhou 
dynasty even though this period of history was written down in the Tang history 
document. Perhaps, the historians considered that the sovereignty of Empress Wu 
was illegitimate as they incorporated the history of Zhou into the history of Tang.
To qualify as an ideal Chinese leader, it is necessary to possess the traditional
Confucian and/or Taoist morals and ethics. Confucianism identifies a potential
leader as junzi (noble man) who is believed to serve as an official with his moral
personality to ameliorate the world. On the other hand, Taoist ideology focuses on
181the harmony and unification between human and Nature.
Ever since the Han dynasty, Confucianism became the fundamental ideology 
for governing the Chinese empire and upholding social order. Confucianism 
principles were the main influential power that were used to shape the Chinese
180 In Chinese official history records, all the achievement, affairs and biographie of emperors 
were recorded in the chapter of Benji.
181 Guo, The Ideal Chinese Political Leader: A Historical and Cultural Perspective, p.3,p.71.
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culture and society. However, the influence of the Taoist principles had penetrated
deep into people’s mind. Therefore, the doctrines of Taoism had always played a 
complementary role in Chinese society. 182
In chapter three of Jinghua yuan, Li Ruzhen started to describe the 
background of the earthly emperor. He used a slightly negative tone and wording 
to illustrate that the emperor was not an ordinary one. Later on, Li Ruzhen gave 
the readers the background of the “female” emperor. The story brought out the 
house of Tang usurping the sovereign power from the Sui dynasty by mass 
slaughter. Li Ruzhen emphasised that the house of Tang were actually serving the 
Sui dynasty as ministers and it showed the disloyal and cruel characters of them. 
Perhaps, Li Ruzhen displayed his mindset of fatalism in believing that things 
happened because of the mandate of Heaven and also through the concept of 
punitive justice in Buddhism. Therefore to him, Empress Wu usurping the throne 
was an act that was destined by the Jade Deity.
In the narration, Li Ruzhen showed how the Tang loyalist fled from the 
Empress troops and demonstrated their indefatigable will to overthrow Empress 
Wu. Li Ruzhen highlighted the importance of “loyalty” especially among the Tang 
182 Ibid., p.71.
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loyalists. It is an act of loyalty towards their ruler. It is also common for a father to 
pass unfulfilled wishes to the son(s), hoping that the next generation could 
implement and complete them. For the sons, it is an act of filial piety. Li Ruzhen 
showed an affirmative feeling towards the loyalist. Most probably, it is because Li
Ruzhen used Confucian values to assess one’s moral character. With the wordings,
%
Li Ruzhen is also trying to make a contrast between the Tang loyalist and Empress 
Wu Zetian’s usurpation. As a result, it can be speculated that the moral characters 
of Empress Wu was not supported by Li Ruzhen.
In the Lun yu (Analectsimi%), the importance of personality virtues is pointed 
out frequently. Confucius says, . .lead them through virtue and the rites, and they 
will have a sense of shame and thus correct themselves. M
3« JLf&)”183 Furthermore, another passage in the Analects states that as a ruler, it 
is vital to administer the state with virtues. To be a good exemplar with one’s own 
conduct and render the virtues to influence others
Hence, in the case of Empress Wu Zetian, Li Ruzhen criticised her personal 
moral behaviour. In chapter three, Empress Wu was portrayed as a Heart-moon
183 De Bary, Nobility and Civility: Asian ideals of leaderships and the common good, p.3, Zhu Xi
Si shu du ben, p.14.
184 ZhuXi Si shu du ben, p.13.
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Fox spirit incarnation. In chapter seven, Empress Wu was questioned with regards 
to her administrative decision as a female ruler who employed male officials in 
the imperial court. This had been alleged to create disorder between men and 
women in the court. In chapter 57, Empress Wu was called a wicked woman. In 
chapter 68, the storyline shows Empress Wu valuing fortune more than a person’s 
ability and talent. f  As a result, it is fairly obvious that
Li Ruzhen do not support the empress as a ruler perhaps because she lacked the 
junzi personality.
Additionally, Taoism philosophy has emphasised the importance of 
“naturalism” and the preservation of the Way of Nature is said to be essential. The 
rationale of the Taoist philosophy states that the ruler needs to pursue the Way of 
Heaven whilst the ministers need to abide by the Way in the human world. The 
Taoists believe that any disorder in politics and society would occur if the order of 
the Way has changed.185 Li Ruzhen mentions in chapter three that the earthly 
female ruler disordered the balance between Yin and Yang This
shows that the order of Nature is in great confusion after Empress Wu Zetian 
snatched the throne away from the House of Tang. This is probably a way for Li 
Ruzhen to show his perception with regards to Empress Wu Zetian’s rulership as 
185 Guo, The Ideal Chinese Political Leader: A Historical and Cultural Perspective, pp.80-81.
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she changed the “stability of the Way” and the Way of Nature.
From the standpoint of the Confucianist and the Taoist, the role of Empress 
Wu was inappropriate and unacceptable. It is not obvious to see whether Li 
Ruzhen supports the idea of the existence of a female ruler. However, with Li 
Ruzhen as a traditional Chinese scholar, it is perhaps not surprising to 
comprehend his disapproval towards the empress as a person. Guo states, “The 
legitimacy of political rule relies on the good conduct or virtue of the ruler. ..bad 
conduct on his [the ruler] part will certainly cause Heaven to withdraw its 
Mandate. A tyrannical ruler would be forcibly overthrown.. .”186 In Jinghua yuan, 
Empress Wu has been portrayed to have cruelly injured or killed many people 
during her regime, and had thus made her lose the Mandate of Heaven. On the 
other hand, when the empress announced the twelve decrees to support women’s 
welfare, these policies saved many people from suffering. Thus, the Purple 
Constellation ( grows and created a harmonious atmosphere in the 
heavens (chapter 57). The Mandate of Heaven has changed again by Empress 
Wu’s good behaviour and this has also given the empress a few more years as a 
ruler. As a result, the Mandate of Heaven can be changed by the conduct of a 
ruler.
186 Ibid., p.9.
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Furthermore, the ideal ruler needs to be free from desire in order to create a
peaceful world under Taoist philosophy. 187 In the narrative, Empress Wu could 
not do without the desire of alcohol, lasciviousness, greed, and anger (jiu se cai qi 
M $L) which were the four commandments for living that was mentioned in 
Jinghua yuan. As a result, the downfall of the reign of Empress Wu became an 
“inevitable outcome” as she violated the principles of Confucianism and Taoism.
Role of the King of the Kingdom of Women
Background o f the Kingdom o f Women
The Kingdom of Women appeared in Chinese history records since ancient
time. However, the descriptions of the Kingdom appears to be mythical and is
akin to a fantasyland. The Kingdom of Women could be found in the ancient
geographical and mythological classic called the Shanhai jing  (Classic of
Mountains and Seasdj $MüL), which is a compilation of myths and it also gives
detailed information on the geography, culture, customs, medicines, animals and
people of ancient China and places outside China. According to the chapter of
Haiwaixi jing  (Classic of Regions Beyond the Seas: W e s t^ h  S M ) in the
Shanhai jing , the Kingdom of Women is at the north of Wuxian (iE$0. There 
187 Ibid., p.76.
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were two women who lived together with their residence surrounding by the 
waters. Guo Pu ($p$t) annotates that women became pregnant when they bath in 
the Yellow Pond. Boys would die at the age of three.188 Hence, there were only 
women in this Kingdom. In Hou Hanshu (Book of Later Han )? the
description of the Kingdom of Women was rather similar to Guo Pu’s annotation 
that women conceived through the water in a mysterious well and the kingdom 
was located in an island in the eastern sea. In Liangshu (Book of Liang ^  #  90), 
the kingdom was located in the east of Fusang (f&.#-) and the women also fall 
pregnant from immersing themselves into the magical water. However, afterward 
the location of the Kingdom of Women has moved in the later history records. In 
Suishu (Ft # 191), the Kingdom of Women is in Sichuan (n9 111) while the Kingdom 
is in the west of Dashi ( A ^ )  in the Jiu Tang shu192. In Xin Tang shu'93, the 
Kingdom of Women is on an island which is at the north-western region of Fulin 
(# fk ) . However, the identical characteristic of the Kingdom of Women was there
188 Guo Pu fFJjt and Bi Yuan |Mx., Shanhai jing xin jao  zheng (Taipei: Xin Xing Shuju, 1962), 
p.107.
189 Hou Hanshu was compiled by Fan Y e(?£^ AD 398-445) in the 5th century, which records the 
histroy of Eastern Han (AD 25-220).
190 Liangshu was compiled by Yao Silian(-0L®'Hfc AD 557-637 ) in theTang dynasty. It covers the 
history of the Liang dyansty (AD 502-557)
191 Suishu records the history of Sui dynasty from AD 581 to 618.Wei Zheng 3&$t, Sui shu, 6 
vols., vol. 6 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju 1973), pp.1850-1851.
192 Liu Xu ,Jiu Tang shu 17 vols., vol. 16 (Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), pp.5277-5279.
193 OuyangXiu IfcPlff'f- and Song Qi 5M F,Y w Tang shu, 20 vols., vol. 20 (Beijing: Zhonghua 
shuju, 1975), pp.6218-6220.
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were no male adults in the Kingdom.194
Moreover, the Kingdom of Women was also portrayed in some literature 
works.195 The representative fictions are Xiyou j i  ( ä j^ tü )  and Jinghua yuan. In 
chapter 53 and 54 of Xiyou ji, Tang Sanzang (Tripitakajj-ü  M.) and his three 
disciples, Sun Wukong (the monkey kingj&föäQ, Zhu Bajie (pig-monsterÜf/V^), 
and Sha Wujing (river-monsterzkt-#-if-), pass through Xiliang niiguo ( S ^ - ^ ® ) .  
An old woman says, “Here is Xiliang niiguo. Our Kingdom is women only and 
does not even have any men... . The river over there called Zimu he (River of Son 
and M o t h e r . Women in our Kingdom who reaches twenty years old 
would drink the river water and become pregnant.”196 This is quite similar with 
the earlier historical records. Xiyou ji  also describes the Xiliang niiguo as a 
women Kingdom that is ruled by a Queen {nil wangfcZ.). The Queen made a 
marriage proposal to Tang Sanzang and was willing to let Tang Sanzang take over 
the throne of the Kingdom while she becomes his queen. The storyline of Xiyou ji 
has shown that the woman is the head of state in the tradition of Xiliang niiguo.
194 Jennifer W. Jay, "Imagining Matriarchy: "Kingdoms o f Women" in Tang China," Journal o f the 
American Oriental Society 116, no. 2 (1996): p.222.
195 The Kingdom o f Women appears in some classic literature works such as Sanbao taijian 
xiyang j i  tongsu yanyi (.=. W iv S . S  !clüfLf§-/'£ $(), Da Tang Sanzang qujing sh ih u a (A J $ tJ&flk
Xiyou ji zaju (®i?|ftL$fc#])-Mao Zhiyong 4»& H, "Nüer guo de liangge xitong: jian lun 
Wu Chengen yu Li Ruzhen de mixing shengmei guan ® 6\| infill 
Mingqing xiaoshuo yanjiu, no. 1 (2000): p.180.
196 Wu Chengen £rfcQ,Xiyou ji, 2 vols., vol. 2 (Beijing: Zuojia chuban she, 1954), p.611.
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Nevertheless, once men came to the Kingdom, the Queen was prepared to give up
her throne to men and play a subordinate role.
On the other hand, the journey to the Kingdom of Women is from chapters 32 
to 37 in Jinghua yuan. In the Kingdom of Women, men and women were all in 
“reversed roles” as compared to the societies in which the protagonists are from. 
In the kingdom, the hierarchy between men and women still existed. The men 
who were lower in status are however called “women”. The individuals with a 
lower status were wearing the same type of clothes as women and also have the 
same lifestyle as in the patriarchal society.
In Jinghua yuan, a Chinese merchant, Lin Zhiyang passed through the 
Kingdom of Women and tried to sell merchandise to the “Royal Uncle” in the 
palace. However, the “King” fancies Lin Zhiyang and chose him as her new 
imperial concubine and the palace maid was ordered to take care of Lin Zhiyang. 
Firstly, Lin Zhiyang was forced to put on make up and to dress like a woman. Lin 
was then forced to go through a series of physical tortures such as having his ears 
pierced and his feet bound by white silk cloth as the maid told Lin that the 
“King has given commands that after your feet are bound, you could enter the
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King’s palace (chapter 33).”
Lin Zhiyang’s feet was also suffering from great pain because of the foot 
binding. He tried to rip the cloth off several times, so that his feet could be 
straightened. However, every time when the “King” found out that Lin has tore 
off the cloth and had disobeyed her order, Lin was punished immediately, being 
beaten by a bamboo stick, hung upside down from the beam of the house, 
including having his feet bound again by the “King’s” instruction.
Under the monarchy system, following the king’s or ruler’s order has been the 
tradition and had been unquestionable. As a legitimate ruler of the Kingdom of 
Women, the “King” applied her legitimacy power and coercive power towards 
people in her Kingdom. At the same time, these people recognised the “King’s” 
authority as they believe that her power is exercised legitimately. Thus, the 
“King’s” orders could be carried out effectively.
The “King” of the Kingdom of Women used coercive power frequently in the 
storyline. Coercive power is build on the fear of subordinates in which they 
believe that they would be punished or would suffer if they do not abide by the
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commands of the “King”. Wrong claims, “With the exception of the actual use of
force, coercion is potentially the most extensive form of power because it requires 
a bare minimum of communication and mutual understanding between the power 
holder and power subject to compel the latter’s obedience.” 197 As a result, the 
“King” and her people are considered under the command-obedience relationship.
The “King” of the Kingdom of Women was obsessed with Lin Zhiyang’s 
beauty and wanted Lin to enter her chamber the next day. At this time, the 
Kingdom of the Women was experiencing a considerable problem of river 
over-flooding its bank and canals needing to be built and repaired urgently. The 
people urged the “King” to call off the wedding so that the canal reparations could 
be executed immediately. However, the “King” was reluctant to cancel the royal 
wedding with Lin Zhiyang first, even though there was a substantial canals 
problem which needed to be restored.
Li Ruzhen describes the “King” as a self-benefit motivated person who did not 
put the people’s needs first. Moreover, the problem of the river over-flooding its 
bank was a common natural disaster, but the people of Kingdom of Women only
built high embankments along the river banks and did not re-channel the river
197 Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses, p.42.
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water. This was a temporary solution to the problem. The ruler was merely trying
to resolve the problem from its surface rather than to get at the root of the problem. 
Li Ruzhen probably wanted to insinuate to the readers that the ruler in his time 
was also putting higher priority on his own interests and did not pay attention to 
the people’s lives. Also the ruler did not exercise appropriate methods to manage 
its people. The “King” did not fulfil the junzi personality as the responsibility of 
an ideal ruler is to act in her people’s interest. Under Confucianism, the 
fundamental objective for a ruler is to protect the people so that the Mandate of 
Heaven could be maintained.198 In the storyline, the “King” of the Kingdom of 
Women was described as a rather authoritative, greedy and unreasonable ruler 
(chapter 38). Since the “King” did not bring up any effective strategies to solve 
the flooding problems in the kingdom, the more suffering and difficulties that the 
people bear, the more likely the Mandates of Heaven would be lost for this “King”. 
Hence, the evaluation of the “king” was relatively negative by Li Ruzhen, through 
the character Lin Zhiyang’s description of his experiences in the Kingdom of 
Women as a tragedy (chapter 37).
Role of Baihua xianzi (Fairy of a Hundred Flowers)
The Fairy of a Hundred Flowers is the leader of all the flower fairies in
198 Guo, The Ideal Chinese Political Leader: A Historical and Cultural Perspective, pp.9-10.
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Heaven and she is responsible for all the flowers matters on earth. The Fairy of a
Hundred Flowers is a fictional character in Jinghua yuan by Li Ruzhen.
In the narrative, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers attends the birthday banquet 
of the Queen Mother of the West. In the middle of the banquet, the Lady of the 
Moon -  Chang-er, makes a request to the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and says, 
“why don’t you also order all your flowers to bloom to make the banquet more 
joyful since birds and animals are singing and dancing? ” However, the Fairy of a 
Hundred Flowers replied, “I am in charge of all kinds of flowers. Every flower’s 
blossom has its own timing and it is different with singing and 
dancing... especially since the time and schedule of the flower’s blossom needs to 
be maintained strictly by the order of the Jade Deity (chapter one).” However, the 
Lady of the Moon challenges the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and says, 
“According to your claim, only the edict of the Jade Deity could make all the 
flowers blooms at the same time. What if one day the entire range of flowers 
bloom at the same time under the order of the earthly ruler without the Jade 
Deity’s permission, how should the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers be punished?” 
The Fairy of a Hundred Flowers responds, “if I am so muddle-headed to allow all 
the flowers to bloom at the same time, I am prepared to go down to the world of
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mortals to suffer endless transmigration (chapter two).” Many years later, during
the winter period, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers went to play chess with Maku. 
However, that was also the time that the earthly ruler commands all the flowers to 
bloom at the same time. The Peony Sprit and Orchid Spirit, who were ordered to 
look after the cave of the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers, could not find the Fairy of a 
Hundred Flowers on time while the earthly ruler made such an order. As a result, 
the entire array of flower spirits went along with the earthly ruler’s instruction and 
bloomed at the same time. When the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers heard about the 
news, she suddenly remembered the promise that she made with the Lady of the 
Moon. Thus, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers was charged with “negligence of 
duty” because she failed to manage the flower spirits appropriately. At the same 
time, the flower spirits have been charged as violating the order of Heaven since 
the flower spirits made the flowers bloom without authorisation. Consequently, 
the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and the other ninety-nine flower spirits are 
punished to go down to earth to suffer hardships and difficulties as a human 
(chapter six).
Since the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers is the head of flower spirits, her position 
assigns her the legitimate power to control other flower spirits’ behaviour. The
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Fairy of a Hundred Flowers ordered the Peony and Orchid Spirits to watch over
her cave. The Peony and Orchid Spirits are subordinates of the Fairy of a Hundred 
Flowers. Thus, they abide by the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers’ order. The 
interesting point to be brought out here is that these flower spirits seems to be 
organised hierarchically. The flower spirits who are in charge of flowers that have 
aesthetic or medicinal properties and functions were written to be more reluctant 
to obey the earthly ruler. On the other hand, for those other flower spirits which 
do not have any of the above-mentioned functions, they preferred to obey the 
order of the earthly ruler without much hesitation.
Most probably, the author -  similar to the traditional Taoist pantheon -  
believed that the earthly and heavenly worlds are all operating under a 
hierarchical order. Those who are of a higher rank are also responsible for more 
duties. As a result, the Peony spirit who was initially ordered to take care of the 
cave for the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers -  with her sense of responsibility -  felt 
that it was her duty to find the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers and to report the 
situation. This is an action of compliance to the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers.
In the storyline, the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers plays a minor leadership role.
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As the “head” of the flower spirits, she was well-behaved and followed the
instructions of the Jade Deity strictly. The fairy also did not let other immortals’ 
considerations interfere with her execution of “public duty”. Moreover, she was 
not afraid to show others what she believed in. However, in one occasion, the 
Fairy of a Hundred Flowers neglected her duties, and this -  in turn -  caused her to 
suffer punishment meted out by the Jade Deity. Jinghua yuan reveals the 
inexperience of the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers which made her fall into the trap 
of emotions that was prohibited for immortals. After the Fairy of a Hundred 
Flowers found out about her negligence, she took the full responsibility and 
comprehended the punishment that she is about to receive as her fate.
Clearly, the author has built a female character who is also a minor leader -  or 
what is commonly known as a “mid-level manager” -  into someone who has the 
attributes of loyalty to her duties, integrity and a person who knows her “place” in 
life. However, Li Ruzhen wrote her with a fair share of faults as well, these 
included a poorer sense of responsibility, and a somewhat intentional wilful 
attitude that causes her character to be clearly headstrong in her early commotion 
with the Lady of the Moon.
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Nevertheless, Li Ruzhen describes the fairy with a more neutral tone and it is
perhaps unclear as to determine how Li Ruzhen might actually perceive the 
leadership role of the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers. It is however apparent that Li 
Ruzhen himself perhaps intentionally wrote this “middle manager” as a female, 
and had therefore also chose to portray that women can serve as minor leaders, 
but are also conceivably flawed in character, just as he might have perceived those 
minor Qing officials in his time.
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Conclusion
Li Ruzhen’s Jinghua yuan represents the unique style of scholarly novel that 
was published during the nineteenth century. With the scholarly background of 
Han Learning, Li Ruzhen displays an extensive range of knowledge on Chinese 
culture, literature, and philosophy with a humorous way throughout the novel. As 
a “scholar-novelist”, the style of novel is not purely storytelling but includes 
intellectual information to demonstrate his personal erudition.
Li Ruzhen experienced career difficulties and the failure of the imperial 
examination throughout his whole life. Writing Jinghua yuan could be considered 
as a medium for Li Ruzhen to vent his dissatisfaction with the society in his time. 
Jinghua yuan took him more than a decade to complete and the storyline provides 
readers with an interesting overseas travelling journey. Most of the legendary 
kingdom were originally recorded in the Shanhai jing and Bowu zhi ,* ) and 
Li Ruzhen well-used his imagination to exaggerate the special characteristics of 
each overseas kingdoms. Through the characters in the narrative, Li Ruzhen 
displayed his ideals and also criticisms towards his social environment. For 
example, the people of the Kingdom of Gentlemen who always put other people’s 
interest before their own desire and behave with Confucian noble man personality.
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Both men and women are learned in the Kingdom of Black-toothed and they
treasure knowledge more than other matters. Moreover, Li Ruzhen has brought up 
several undesirable customs, many of them are especially related to women. For 
instance, the practice of footbinding, ear piercing, polygamy and superstitious 
belief was rebuffed by Li Ruzhen. Even though the storyline is set in the Tang 
dynasty, Li Ruzhen apparently used the narrative to insinuate the social problems 
in the mid-Qing period. As a result, it can be extrapolated that the criticisms of the 
social climate, political, and women issues by Li Ruzhen were in existence in the 
mid-Qing. This has made Jinghua yuan a guide for understanding the mid-Qing 
society.
The women’s issues that are displayed in Jinghua yuan were paid close 
attention by many academics. Since ancient time, women have been placed on a 
rather “subordinate” position to men. Men and women did not share the same 
opportunity in the community since women were not able to sit for the imperial 
examination. Therefore, women were generally limited to domestic matters. It is 
an interesting point to investigate Li Ruzhen’s perspective on women when they 
performed outside the household and to speculate the public opinion during the 
mid-Qing period.
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Li Ruzhen portrayed some women with power in the narrative, that is the
Queen Mother of the West, the Empress Wu Zetian, the “King” of the Kingdom of 
Women and the Fairy of a Hundred Flowers. Li Ruzhen perceive the women’s 
potential as he created a hundred learned women who were awarded the rank of 
Cai nii (talented woman in the women’s imperial examination. After the 
women’s imperial examination, Yin Ruohua and two other Cai nii, followed Yin 
and return to Yin’s kingdom and prepared to administer the Kingdom of Women 
in the near future. In the storyline, it shows these women had great aspiration for 
governing the kingdom with virtues. Here, Li Ruzhen displayed his extraordinary 
point of view on the capability of women as a ruler.
However, many academics believe that Li Ruzhen did not support woman as a 
ruler due to his negative comments especially about the fall of Empress Wu 
Zetian’s regime. Under Confucianism, the fundamental criterion to be an ideal 
ruler is to have junzi personality. The Analects has emphasised the integrity, moral 
and virtues of a person to be significantly important in managing the empire. As a 
result, perhaps it was the Empress Wu Zetian who was lacking in junzVs 
personality and also lacking of integrity as she usurped the throne from the House
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of Tang. This has made her as an illegitimate ruler. As a result, the Mandate of
Heaven validated the rebellion against Wu’s regime.
During the nineteenth century, Li Ruzhen can be said to have an advanced 
point of view as to be able to identify the traditional Chinese women’s issues. He 
identified women’s issues in Jinghua yuan, such as, foot binding, inequality 
between men and women, etc. However, he did not provide any solutions or 
alternative methods to improve women’s status in general. This may be because it 
was beyond his imagination to establish a system to change the old feudal mindset. 
As a result, to him, the storyline of Jinghua yuan is just like “flowers in the 
mirror”.
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